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INTRODUCTION 


I T IS NOT LIKELY THAT A PERSON WHO ENTERTAINS EVEN A MODEST 

prejudice against the kind of history writing which appears in this 
book will have his mind changed by introductory apologetics. Still 
some preliminary advertisement of aims may be only fair—and may even 
be generally helpful to a receptive reading. The first principle on which 
we would insist is that of continuity and intelligibility in the history of 
literary argument. Plato has a bearing on Croce and Freud, and vice 
versa. Or, all three of these theorists are engaged with a common reality 
and hence engage one another through the medium of that reality and 
either come to terms or disagree. Literary problems occur not just be¬ 
cause history produces them, but because literature is a thing of such and 
such a sort, showing such and such a relation to the rest of human ex¬ 
perience. True, languages and cultures, times and places, differ widely. 
The literary historian will always do well to nurse a certain skepticism 
about the thoroughness with which he may be penetrating the secret 
of his documents. But then he has to worry too about an opposite danger 
of being merely and overly skeptical. There are techniques of caution 
and neutrality which put the historian somewhat in the position of the 
student who, having has difficulties with a Latin or German reading ex¬ 
amination, is content to put down a translation that does not make sense. 
He writes as if he is not convinced that the foreign language does make 
sense. Our own notion of how to write a history of literary ideas is just 
the opposite of that. The history is bound to be an interpretation, in part 
even a translation. In part it will even be built on reasonable guesses. The 
least it can do is make sense. 

And that connects closely with a second of our main notions about 
method; namely, that a history of literary ideas can scarcely escape being 
written from a point of view. It seems to us that on a strictly neutral plan 
there can be in fact no history of literary ideas at all, nor, for that matter, 
any direct history of literature. At least not any history that hangs to¬ 
gether. This book, we hope and believe, both grows out of and illustrates 
and contributes to a certain distinct point of view. It is the history of one 
kind of thinking about values, and hence it could not have been written 
relativistically, or indifferently, or at random. It contains much praise and 
blame, both implicit and explicit There are even senses, complimentary 
we believe, in which it could be called “polemic” or “argumentative.” It 
is nevertheless, we contend, a true history. Call it An Argumentative 
History of Literary Argument in the West . 

The reader will now readily conceive yet another of our notions: 
namely, that in a history of this sort the critical idea has priority over all 
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other kinds of material. The present “short” history does not attempt a 
grand assemblage of information (though information of the right kind 
and in the right amount, we believe, is here). Neither encyclopedism nor 
the Saintsburyan gigantically conversational range has been our purpose, 
but a series of narrative focusses precisely on ideas. In some chapters, 
especially in those concerning the neo-classic age, the argument runs 
directly along thematic lines. Other chapters, especially those concerning 
classical antiquity, are developed around certain heroic figures—Plato, 
or Aristotle, or Longinus. Still even in these chapters, the idea, not the 
hero, is always paramount. Hence it happens that we have attempted no 
complete account of any one philosopher or literary man (much less any 
complete survey of disciples or other minor figures). We have used the 
little figures, and even the great figures, as they came in handy to our 
narrative. Hence also we have been little interested in proving the 
consistency, we have been little dismayed by the frequent inconsist¬ 
encies, of our great literary theorists. Where we have here and there 
noticed inconsistencies (as, let us say, in Addison’s account of imagina¬ 
tion, or in Arnold’s account of classic grandeur and the “touchstones”), 
the point has been made not so much against the author as against a col¬ 
lection of ideas which have often been credited with more coherence 
than they actually exhibit. Or it has been made simply for the sake of 
gaining the expository advantage of contrast. By and large, as notably 
with Plato in the first chapter, we have preferred the idea in full bloom 
and have made no attempt, to harmonize the smaller contradictions, real 
or apparent, which are always to be found in the canon of a prolific 
author. When the main ideas of an author have been leveled off or aver¬ 
aged in with all the marginal variations, the result is not a story with parts, 
contours, accents, climaxes, but a dead level of neutrality—the melted wax 
doll. The principle applies with equal force to themes and eras in intel¬ 
lectual history. Statistical scrupulosity in the study of “ideas” tends of 
course toward a smudge. This truth was never more clearly betrayed than 
' in the following recommendation of minute history by a late distin¬ 
guished American scholar: 

One of the surest evidences of a better understanding of an 
individual or a period is that sharp lines disappear, strong lights 
and shadows are modified, uniqueness and isolation melt away, 
the man is seen to be more like other men, the age like other 
ages . 1 

The present writers, despite their confidence in the continuity and real 
community of human experience through the ages , 2 are confident also 

1 R. D. Havens, “Changing Taste in the Eighteenth Century,” PMLA , XLIV 
(June, 1929 ), 534-5; 

2 Some variations on the theme of the “universal” perhaps relevant to the 
present paradox are to be found near the end of Chapter 15 . 
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of differences—of levels, depressions, and eminences—of the difference 
between Elizabethan England and Augustan Rome, of that between 
Chaucer and Pope, and of that between Pope and Blackmore, Dryden 
and Rymer. 

The examples just mentioned invite allusion to one further method¬ 
ological notion and one which is perhaps not very immediately entailed 
by what we have so far been saying. We have finally to confess what may 
seem to some of our more severely idealist friends a principle of distinct 
impurity in our method. Our book is not a history of general aesthetics 
(though a few quite limited excursions into the aesthetic ambient have 
been ventured). On the other hand, it is not a history of literary techni¬ 
calities or techniques, of prosody or grammar. Yet if we had had to make 
a choice between a more markedly aesthetic direction and a more gram¬ 
matical, it is the latter (in the full classical sense of the term “grammatical”) 
which we should have chosen. That is, we have written a history of ideas 
about verbal art and about its elucidation and criticism. The ultimate ob¬ 
ject of our regard then, though seen at a remove, through the eyes of the 
critic and the theorist of criticism, has been poetry or literature. So 
much literary criticism and theory and so much of the best has been writ¬ 
ten by the men of letters. Often, whether consciously or not, they have 
written their general theories as a comment on their own best perform¬ 
ances in poetry, and on the kinds of poetry which were most dear to 
them. The theory, furthermore, has been both stated and exemplified by 
the poems, and undoubtedly both poetry and theory have interacted in 
several ways. To show that the history of literary theory has been no 
more than a series of temporary explanations directed toward poetic 
vogues of the moment and hence that the name of “poetry” enjoys only 
a long record of equivocality, would be the final triumph of the neutrally 
and pluralistically minded investigator. Such (need it be said?) has 
scarcely been our aspiration. On the other hand, to show that through all 
the ambiguous weave and dialectical play of the successive concrete sit¬ 
uations which make the history of poems and theory, the sustaining truth 
continues and may be discerned and its history written—this would seem 
to be an appropriate enough goal for the historian who believes that he 
has in fact a coherent, a real and unequivocal subject matter. To tell the 
story pure, as a series of internally driven developments of ideas or pat¬ 
terns of abstractly significant oppositions and resolutions, will have ad¬ 
vantages for the philosopher. But to tell it more or less impurely, bring¬ 
ing in the colors of the literary milieu and allowing critical episodes to 
take shape out of the milieu, will have some advantages for the student of 
literature. In a few sentences of the Epilogue which concludes this book 
we have tried to sketch a view of how the several literary genre concep¬ 
tions dominant in several ages—dramatic, epistolary, heroic, burlesque, 
and lyric—will if studied carefully open up not so many diverse views 
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into multiplicity and chaos but so many complementary insights into 
the one deeply rooted and perennial human truth which is the poetic 
principle. 

As our chapter titles will suggest, the substance of the book includes 
Greek and Roman classicism, Renaissance, Augustan, romantic, and Vic¬ 
torian English criticism, and 20th-century English and American. In ad¬ 
dition, there are excursions or inter-chapters or sections of chapters deal¬ 
ing with the Middle Ages and with main episodes in modern Italian, 
French, German, and Russian criticism. The book tries to follow the 
main lines of the critical heritage and then draw in the story toward the 
end to the immediate arena of the modern English-speaking world. 

Any history of any subject has to begin somewhere—a matter per¬ 
haps of some embarrassment. Where it begins will be determined not 
only by the availability of certain documents but by the views of the 
author concerning the real nature of his subject. The present history 
might have lingered longer near its beginning than it actually does with 
certain proto-glimpses of literary critical consciousness in the Western 
tradition—invocations by the early Greek poets Homer and Hesiod to 
the Muses and assertions of an aim to teach or to charm, phrases of 
some pith and relevance concerning craft and genius or the fate of man, 
from early and all but lost lyric poets, from law-givers, dramatists, and 
pre-Socratic philosophers. The history as it actually begins, in our first 
chapter, plunges immediately, with only a few preliminary words, into 
an early Platonic dialogue, the Ion. This is the earliest extant Western 
writing that addresses itself deliberately, formally, and exclusively to the 
general matter of literary criticism. Furthermore this dialogue treats the 
topic of literary criticism in a way which the present writers conceive to 
be the correct way—that is, by asking a difficult question about the kind of 
knowledge which a criticism of a poem, or a poem itself, can lay claim to. 
What does a poem say that is worth listening to? What does criticism say? 
The entire course of literary theory and criticism, from the time of Plato 
to the present, has in effect been occupied with producing more or less 
acute versions of those questions and more or less accurate and telling 
answers. Plato’s Ion is a thoroughgoing, radically naive, inquiry into the 
nature of poetic composition as a department of verbal meaning and 
power. It has also the advantage to the historian that it is a dialogue— 
that is, its arguments are put not purely and schematically but in dra¬ 
matic form. There are two speakers and at least two points of view. The 
historian of critical ideas who takes such ideas in any degree tentatively, 
could scarcely find himself beginning on more congenial 

The supplementary passages which appear after most of the chapters 
in the book are intended to supply in part historical and theoretical di- 


yet seri( 
ground. 
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mensions which could not be conveniently handled in the narrative and 
in part illustrations or problems (some of them comic) which the medi¬ 
tative reader may enjoy placing for himself in relation to the themes of 
the narrative. Passages following a given chapter may stand either in har¬ 
mony with one another or in opposition, and in various relations to the 
content of the chapter. 

Quotations from Greek and Latin and from modem foreign lan¬ 
guages appear for the most part in already available translations, which 
are appropriately acknowledged. But here and there the authors have for 
one reason or another attempted their own, perhaps rather free, transla¬ 
tions. These appear for the most part without further advertisement. 

This book would perhaps never have been begun except for a sug¬ 
gestion made to the authors a few years back by two friends, George W. 
Stewart and John Nerber. The authors wish to record their debt and 
express their gratitude. 

The whole work has been written by a method of fairly close col¬ 
laboration not only in the general plan but in the execution of each part 
The authors have read and criticized each other’s work closely and re¬ 
peatedly at various stages. The substantial responsibility for the chapters 
is, however, to be divided as follows: Chapters 1-24, and 32, W. K. Wim- 
satt, Jr.; Chapters 25-131, Cleanth Brooks. 

The parts of the book by W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., owe an obvious large 
debt to a Yale graduate English seminar, Theories of Poetry, inaugurated 
many years ago by Albert S. Cook, and conducted subsequently by 
F. A. Pottle and T. W. Copeland. To those founders, and especially to 
F. A. Pottle, and to the students in the course since 1942 and to those in 
its more recent undergraduate parallel, Introduction to Criticism, the 
author makes a grateful acknowledgement. 

Cleanth Brooks did part of his work on the book while holding a 
Fellowship of The John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation. He 
wishes to acknowledge the kindness of the Foundation and to express his 
thanks. 

For various kinds of assistance in research and preparation of type¬ 
script, the authors express their thanks to Robert B. Brown, Richard J. 
Browne, James Cook, Harold Cogger, Mrs. D. W. Gordon, John Oates, 
Michael Pertschuk, Mrs. David Underdown, and Donald Wheeler. 

A more or less pervasive debt in several chapters to a manuscript 
book by H. M. McLuhan concerning the ancient war between dialec¬ 
ticians and rhetoricians is here gratefully acknowledged and is under¬ 
scored by the quotation, following Chapter 4, of two substantial excerpts 
from published essays by Mr. McLuhan. 

To their colleagues Bernard Knox, Maynard Mack, John Palmer, 
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John Smith, and Ren6 Wellek, the authors are indebted for reading and 
criticism of various chapters in early drafts, and to Charles Feidelson, 
Charles C. Walcutt, and Father Walter J. Ong, S.J., for various kinds of 
critical advice. More than to any other single scholar, they are indebted 
for general theoretical and historical help to Rene Wellek. Not only his 
published but his yet unpublished works and his advice in conversation 
have done much to promote the writing of the modern chapters. 

To Margaret and Tinkum, for labors expert, various, and unremitting, 
the authors join in affectionate expression of gratitude. 

To Marshall Waingrow the authors owe special thanks for a skillful 
reading of the entire page proof. Alfred Stiernotte made the index. 

Two fairly extended passages of Chapter 32, the Epilogue, follow 
an essay “Criticism Today: A Report from America,” published by 
W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., in Essays in Criticism , VI (January, 1956), 1-21. 
Our thanks are due to F. W. Bateson, the editor. 

ANNOTATIONS AND SOURCES 

This book is annotated lightly. The notes aim at giving a guide to 
verifying our treatment of sources and a minimal clue to further reading. 
Certain works which have general relevance for the whole book or for 
major sections of it are brought together in the following list. At various 
places in the annotation, some of these works are cited by abbreviated 
titles or simply by names of their authors. The reader will easily under¬ 
stand such references on consulting the list. 

Meyer H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp . New York: Oxford Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1953 

Raymond M. Alden, ed., Critical Essays of the Early Nineteenth Century . 

New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1921 
J. W. H. Atkins, English Literary Criticism . I, The Medieval Phase . Cam¬ 
bridge: At the University Press, 1943; II, The Renascence . London: 
Methuen & Co. 1947; III, The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries . 
London: Methuen & Co., 1951 

J. W. H. Atkins, Literary Criticism in Antiquity, vols. I and II. Cam¬ 
bridge: At the University Press, 1934 
Charles S. Baldwin, Ancient Rhetoric and Poetic. New York: The Mac¬ 
millan Company, 1924 

Medieval Rhetoric and Poetic. New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1928 

Renaissance Literary Theory and Practice. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1939 

Walter J. Bate, From Classic to Romantic , Premises of Taste in Eight - 
eenth-Century England . Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1946 
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Walter j. Bate, ed., Criticism: The Major Texts. New York: Harcourt, 

Brace and Company, 1948 . 

Albert C. Baugh, A History of the English Language. New \ork: D. Ap- 

pleton-Century Company, 1935 v , A 

Albert C. Baugh et al., A Literary History of England. New York: Ap- 

pleton-Century-Crofts, 1948 ,00 u • 

Bernard Bosanquet, A History of Aesthetic. London: Swan Sonnenschein 

& Co.; New York: A'lacmillan & Co., 1892 
Aisso Bosker, Literary Criticism in the Age of Johnson. Groningen: 

J. B. Wolters’ Uitgevers-Maatschappij, 1930; revised edition, 1953 
Rene Bray, La Formation de la doctrine classique en France. Dijon: 
Maurice Daranticre, 1927 

Edgar de Bruyne, Etudes cTesthetique medievale, vols. I, II, III. Brugge 
(Belgic): “De Tempel,” 1946 

E. F. Carritt, Philosophies of Beauty from Socrates to Robert Bridges 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1931 

Alexander F B. Clark, Boileau and the French Classical Critics in England 
(1660-1830). Paris: Librairie Ancienne Edouard Champion, 1925 
Ronald S. Crane et al., Critics and Criticism Ancient and Modern. Chi¬ 
cago: The University of Chicago Press, 1952 
Benedetto Croce, Aesthetic as Science of Expression and General Lin¬ 
guistic, trans. Douglas Ainslie, 2nd ed. London: Macmillan and Co., 


John F. D’Alton, Roman Literary Theory and Criticism. London and 
New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1931 
Willard H. Durham, cd.. Critical Essays of the Eighteenth Century. New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1915 

T. S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, Studies in the 
Relation of Criticism to Poetry in England. Cambridge, Alass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1933 _ 

Allan H. Gilbert, ed.. Literary Criticism Plato to Dry den. New \ ork: 
American Book Company, 1940 

Katharine E. Gilbert and Helmut Kuhn, A History of Esthetics. New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1939; Bloomington: Indiana Uni- 
versity Press, 1953 

Theodore M. Greene, The Arts and the Art of Criticism , 2nd ed. Prince¬ 
ton: Princeton University Press, 1947 
Werner Jaeger, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek Culture, trans. Gilbert 
Higher, vols. I, II, III. New York: Oxford University Press, i 939"44 
Leah Jonas, The Divine Science, The Aesthetic of Some Representative 
Seventeenth-Century English Poets. New York: Columbia Univcr- 
sity Press, 1940 

Thomas Munro, The Arts and Their Interrelations. New York: The 
Liberal Arts Press, 1949 
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William V. O’Connor, An Age of Criticism 1900-1950. Chicago: Henry 

Regnery Company, 1952 ^ , , . T 

Melvin Rader, ed., A Modem Book of Esthetics, An Anthology. New 
York: Henry Holt and Company, 1935, 1952 
William Rhys Roberts, Greek Rhetoric and Literary Theory. New York: 
Longmans, Green and Co., 1928 

George Saintsbury, A History of Criticism and Literary Taste in Europe, 
vols. I, II, III, 4th ed. Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood 8: 

Sons, 1949 , T • 

Mark Schorer et al., eds., Criticism: The Foundations of Modem Literary 
Judgment. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1948 
Toseph T. Shipley, ed., Dictionary of World Literature: Criticism— Forms 
—Technique. New York: The Philosophical Library, 1943 
G. Gregory Smith, ed., Elizabethan Critical Essays, vols. I and II. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1937 

James H. Smith and Edd W. Parks, eds.. The Great Critics, An Anthol¬ 
ogy of Literary Criticism. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 

Joel E. Spingam, ed.. Critical Essays of the Seventeenth Century, vols. 

I, II, III. Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1908-9 
Joel E. Spingam, A History of Literary Criticism in the Renaissance. 

New York: Columbia University Press, 1899 
Robert W. Stallman, Critiques and Essays in Criticism, 1920-1948, Rep¬ 
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Princeton University Press, 1950 
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CHAPTER I 


SOCRATES AND THE 
RHAPSODE 


§ Early poets as critics , The Frogs, poetry in the scales — 
//. Plato’s Ion, character of a rhapsode, character of Soc¬ 
rates, some embarrassing questions and unfortunate an¬ 
swers, the magnet and the iron rings, a light, winged and 
holy thing, poetry as'inspiration, rhapsode vs. charioteer, 
pilot, and general, poetry as information — III. other works 
of Plato: Meno, Phaedrus, contradictory passages about 
inspiration, Republic and Laws, poetry and morals, poetry 
feeds and waters the passions, showing poets the gate, 
quarrel between poets and philosophers, Homer tells lies, 
poetry as imitation, the merely dramatic seme, the meta¬ 
physical sense, the painter and the three beds, the cine¬ 
matic cave, the line and the four grades of knowledge — 
IV. Platonic “ideas,” Phaedo, anamnesis, Symposium, 
Phaedrus, “love” and the “beautiful,” the classic Platonic 
theme, varied senses of to kalon, Philebus, Xenophon’s 
Memorabilia, Greater Hippias— V. reality and mathemat¬ 
ics, ratio, logos, geometry of the five elements, visual art, 
Philebus, mixed pleasures, Sophist, eikastic and phantastic, 
skiagraphia, “dynamic symmetry,” illusion and formalistn, 
Cratylus and the image of Cratylus § 


B ecause poets have a strong tendency to form opinions about their 
craft and to use these opinions as part of the message of their 
1 poems, we are likely to find literary theory of a sort as far 
back as we can find poems. When Homer begins his epics with an invoca¬ 
tion to the muse, he is uttering a theory about his poems—namely, that 
they are written, or had better be written, with the help of divine inspira¬ 
tion—and this is an idea which has played a considerable role in the sub- 


3 
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sequent history of poetics. During the several centuries that elapse 
between Homer and Plato, the first philosopher of literature whose ideas 
we shall examine with any care, other Greek writers, Hesiod, Solon, 
Simonides, Pindar and the rhetoricians and dramatists of the fifth cen¬ 
tury, made various critical remarks—that poetry is charming, that poetry 
is instructive, that it comes natural to a genius, that it has to be learned 
by art, that it is like painting, that it consists in a clever use of words— 
and to these opinions we shall here and there have occasion to allude in 
retrospect. 

In Athens towards the close of the fifth century, after the great 
Periclean age, the comic dramatists,, who made satirical criticism of life 
in general their business, had some sharp things to say about literature. 
Especially Aristophanes, and his special literary target was the modernist 
tragic dramatist Euripides. The earliest piece of extended literary criti¬ 
cism which survives from classical antiquity is an agon or debate in the 
Frogs of Aristophanes (405 b.c.), where Dionysus, patron and god of 
the theater festivals, has descended into Hades for the purpose of bring¬ 
ing back to earth the recently departed Euripides, but in the end actually 
makes the award to the good old-fashioned writer Aeschylus. The an¬ 
nounced standards of criticism arc “skill in the art” and “wise counsel 
for the state.” The latter of these is perhaps the more important, but the 
actual decision of Dionysus seems to rest not so much on an appeal to 
either standard as on the fact that Aeschylus is the poet who takes his 
fancy. Some specific poetic traits are amusingly criticized—the wild and 
whirling magniloquence of Aeschylus (his “hippalectors” 1 and “trage- 
laphs” 2 ), the sentimental fondness of Euripides for lame beggars as 
heroes. But the thing that a critically inclined person may remember 
most vividly is a certain directness in the form of argument. Scales arc 
brought out, and the poets arc weighed against each other line for line. 


Dionysus: 

Euripides: 

Aeschylus: 

Dionysus: 


Now, then, each repeat a verse. 

“I wish that Argo with her woven wings.” 

“O streams of Spercheius, and ye pastured plains.” 

Let go!—See now—this scale outweighs that 
other. Very considerably. 

—lines 1381-5 3 


Although this is a parody of critical procedure, one might take it as a 
symbol of what is often most refreshing in early critical documents—a 
certain frontal naivete, an immediate shrewdness of inquiry which the 
inheritors of criticism have long since, and by necessity, obscured in 
their more sophisticated formulations. To be able to speak about 


1 Horse-cocks, gryphons. 

2 Goat-stags, fantastic animals such as were known on Eastern carpets. 

8 Translation of J. Hookham Frere. 
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Homer’s epics, not as the remote and venerable source of a classical tra¬ 
dition 3,000 years old, but as heroic poetry currently recited at popular 
festivals, and to be able to speak about tragedy and comedy as social and 
religious forms of art which had developed only within a preceding half 
century of Athenian prosperity—these were great advantages to the free¬ 
lance speculator on general problems of human existence who is the cen¬ 
tral figure in the next critical work which we are to consider. 


II 

Plato’s Ion was written sometime in the first decade of the fourth cen¬ 
tury, a few years later than the death of his master Socrates in 399. Like 
the agon in the Frogs of Aristophanes, this piece of criticism takes the 
dramatic form. It is a philosophic dialogue, the scene being at Athens a 
short time before the close of the Peloponnesian war and the temporary 
eclipse of Athenian democracy. The interlocutors are Socrates and the 
rhapsode Ion, the latter just returned from Epidaurus, where he has won 
first prize at a festival in honor of Asclepius. A rhapsode (as we conceive 
him, and indeed largely on the evidence of this dialogue) was a person 
who might be described, in terms of our own culture, as a sort of com¬ 
bined actor and college teacher of literature. He gave public recitations 
from the Iliad and the Odyssey , especially of the more exciting passages; 
and he undertook to deliver critical and moral lectures. He must have 
drawn large audiences (even if we take the 20,000 mentioned in the 
dialogue as a great exaggeration), and he sometimes succeeded in moving 
these audiences very deeply, even to tears. He appeared in rich attire, 
perhaps wearing a golden crown, and he received a handsome pecuniary 
reward. He is representative of the older, literary, and unsystematic 
Greek education ( paideia ). 

Socrates as he confronts Ion in this dialogue may be taken as repre¬ 
senting a spirit of criticism which was increasing with the sad experi¬ 
ences of the city state. A mere sophist in the Clouds of Aristophanes, as 
he appears in his pkrontisterion or “thinkery,” corrupting a youth to turn 
against his father, Socrates is transformed into a subtle philosopher and 
relentless enemy of ignorance as he appears in the dialogues of Plato. In 
a friendly and restrained yet insistent way, Socrates, as if seeking to 
know something of our literary professor’s trade secrets, succeeds in 
asking him some uncomfortable questions and in eliciting some unfor¬ 
tunate answers. Ion admits, for instance, that although there are many 
poets, and although they speak often on the same topics, he himself is 
skilled only in reading Homer, and he is interested oniy in Homer. He 
drops off into a doze when somebody talks about any other poet. Enough 
comes out to make it appear that anything Ion has to say about Homer 
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is scarcely said with the help of what Socrates would call art and know¬ 
ledge (techne kai episteme). Ion has no rational technique, for a tech¬ 
nique or art is a unified thing ( holon ). Or, as we might say, the term 
“poetry” if it means anything intelligible is a univocal term, not a quibble. 
Anybody who can criticize one poet ought to be able to criticize another. 4 

A general tendency of the Socratic argument to thrust at the poet 
himself through his punier representative the rhapsode 5 culminates mid¬ 
way of the dialogue in a celebrated speech which likens the poet to a 
magnet radiating a kind of divine power (theia dwiamis) out through a 
chain of iron rings, the rhapsode and his audience. Both poets and rhap¬ 
sodes utter what they do by a divine dispensation, a form of madness. 

For the poet is a light and winged and holy thing, and there is 
no invention in him until he has been inspired and is out of his 
senses, and the mind is no longer in him: when he has not at¬ 
tained to this state, he is powerless and unable to utter his ora¬ 
cles.—534 0 

This passage has, during later centuries, sometimes been used for the 
purpose of invoking Plato as a witness in the cause of poetry. Shelley, 
for instance, translated the Ion and in his own Defense of Poetry echoed 
this passage. Yet it is perhaps worth noting that Ion himself Is reluctant 
to accept this version of his talents. 

That is good, Socrates; and yet I doubt whether you will ever 
have eloquence enough to persuade me that I praise Homer 
only when I am mad and possessed; and if you could hear me 
speak of him I am sure you would never think this to be the 
case.—53 6 

And in fact the heavy reiteration by Socrates of the idea that the poet is 
out of his mind or senses—not acting by art, not his own master—does 
not seem an unequivocal compliment. One might easily come away with 
the impression that this is a lame alternative to the rational explanations 

4 At the end of Plato’s Sytnposium, Socrates, having outlasted all the other 
guests in an all-night drinking party, is seated, as dawn breaks, with the tragic poet 
Agathon on one hand and the comic poet Aristophanes on the other, forcing them 
to admit, drowsily, that since poetry is one an, a comic poet should be able to write 
tragedies, and a tragic poet comedies. Despite literal interpretation by the Platonists 
this looks like an ironic counterpart of the argument from fact to theory in the 
lor*. In the Symposium, Socrates, starting with a theory, urges it against the well- 
known contrary fact: that poets do not work by a scientific technique. 

® Craig LaDriere, "The Problem of Plato’s Ion,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism , X (September, 1951), 26-34, elaborates the view that the dialogue is aimed 
not at poetry itself but only at the art of criticism. 

0 Quotations from Plato’s Dialogues in this chapter are in the translation of Ben¬ 
jamin Jowctt, the third edition, revised, first published in 1892. The Fourth Edition 
of the Dialogues , revised by order of the Jowett Copyright Trustees, 4 vols., Ox¬ 
ford, 1953, does not make substantial changes in any of the passages which we quote. 



7 Socrates and the Rhapsode 

which Socrates has apparently tried so hard to elicit. A second series of 
questions, leading to the conclusion of the dialogue, is not calculated to 
minimize such an impression. 


SOCRATES: 


ion: 

SOCRATES: 

ion: 

SOCRATES: 


ion: 

SOCRATES: 

ion: 

SOCRATES: 


ion: 


Then which will be a better judge of the lines which 
you were reciting from Homer, you or the chariot¬ 
eer? 

The charioteer. 

Why, yes, because you are a rhapsode and not a 
charioteer. 

Yes. 

And the art of the rhapsode is different from that 
of the charioteer? 

Yes. 

And if a different knowledge, then a knowledge of 
different matters? 

True. 

You know the passage in which Hecamede, the con¬ 
cubine of Nestor, is described as giving to the 
wounded Alachaon a posset, as he says, 

“Made with Pramnian wine; and she grated cheese 
of goat’s milk with a grater of bronze, and at his 
side placed an onion which gives a relish to 
drink.” [Iliad XI, 639-40] 

Now would you say that the art of the rhapsode or 
the art of medicine was better able to judge of the 
propriety of these lines? 

The art of medicine.—538 


Socrates drives the inquiry along for some time in this manner, ob¬ 
taining admissions about the rhapsode’s incompetence in one art after 
another, until at length he is in a good position to raise the question 
whether any art at all remains the peculiar possession of the rhapsode 
himself. 


socrates: ... Do you, who know Homer so much better 
than I do, Ion, select for me passages which relate 
to the rhapsode and the rhapsode’s art, and which 
the rhapsode ought to examine and judge of better 
than other men. 

ion: All passages, I should say, Socrates. 

socrates: Not all, Ion, surely. Have you already forgotten 
what you were saying? A rhapsode ought to have 
a better memory. 

Why, what am I forgetting? 


ion: 
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SOCRATES: 


ion: 

SOCRATES: 

ion: 

SOCRATES: 

ion: 

SOCRATES: 


ion: 


SOCRATES. 


Do you not remember that you declared the art of 
the rhapsode to be different from the art of the char¬ 
ioteer? 

Yes, I remember. 

And you admitted that being different they would 
have different subjects of knowledge? 

Yes. ' 

Then upon your own showing the rhapsode, and 
the art of the rhapsode, will not know everything? 

I should exclude certain things, Socrates. 

You mean to say that you would exclude pretty 
much the subjects of the other arts. As he does not 
know all of them, which of them will he know? 
He will know what a man and what a woman ought 
to say, and what a freeman and what a slave ought 
to say, and what a ruler and what a subject. 

Do you mean that a rhapsode will know better than 
the pilot what the ruler of a sea-tossed vessel ought 
to say?—539-40 


So the argument swings back to where it was before. We observe that 
a momentary attempt by Ion to move into an area which we might call 
something like “general human nature” is quicklv checked by Socrates 
with a question which insists on the technical or scientific. At the con¬ 
clusion of the dialogue Ion is reduced to the comic position of maintain¬ 
ing that his being a rhapsode implies at least that he would be also a good 
general—perhaps because, as Plato explains in Book X of the Republic , 
the reading of Homer was traditionally supposed to have something to 
do with the art of warfare. 

In the starkest and least reducible sense the questions put to Ion 
amount to these: What docs poetry tell us? What is the source of the 
poet’s power? And, though this is left more obscurely implicit: What is 
the relation between the poet’s source and the nature of what he actually 
says? At the beginning of his Thcogouy the poet Hesiod had qualified 
the traditional* appeal to the Muses with a voucher for their veracity. 
The Muses had actually appeared to him and said: 

Many feigned things ( pseudea ) like to the truth we know how 
to tell; yet we know how, when we are willing, to tell what is 
true .—Theogouy , 27 ff . 7 


By a kind of joke or sleight of argument Socrates combines a partly 
negative answer (poetry and rhapsody—in their own right and as such 

7 Cf. W. C. Greene, “The Greek Criticism of Poetry, a Reconsideration,” in 
Perspectives of Criticism , ed. Harry Levin (Cambridge, Mass., 1950), p. 21. 
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—do not tell us anything scientific) with a positive answer about the 
divine origin of poetry and rhapsody. One of the traditionally respecta¬ 
ble accounts of poetry (Not only had Homer and the other poets in¬ 
voked the Muses, but Pindar, for instance, had maintained that poetry 
proceeds from genius, phua , rather than art, techne) is put in such a con¬ 
text as to suggest a certain emptiness. Either Ion has been teasing, 
Socrates implies, and deceitfully refusing to reveal his rationally under¬ 
stood professional secrets, or else there is nothing rational for him to 
reveal. He is either dishonest or divinely mad. The cross-examination 
has carefully kept out of sight whatever may be the rhapsode’s type of 
actual professional discourse, the external manifestation of his “madness” 
—though from the start Ion has been eager to give an exhibition of that. 
Overlooking a degree of unfairness in the procedure of Socrates, we 
may say that we are invited by this dialogue to consider at least two 
principles which are not on the face of the matter absurd: i. Being able 
to compose poetry is not the same as being able to give a rationale of 
it; 2. poetry is not concerned with making scientific statements. 


Ill 

It is possible to point out places in the dialogues of Plato where he seems 
to treat poetic inspiration very respectfully. In the Aieno (98-99), for 
instance, a useful kind of “right opinion” (rather than “knowledge”) is 
conceded to statesmen, interpreters of oracles, seers, and “all poetic 
persons”—and all these are divinely inspired. And in the Phaedrus , al¬ 
though poets rank only sixth in a hierarchy of the elite (248), and al¬ 
though the chief aim of the dialogue is to assert the philosophic or 
dialectical responsibility of rhetoricians, there is more than one hint that 
a philosopher is the better for a dash of madness. As for the poet, the 
Phaedrus contains a very strong statement of his dependence on divine 
madness—in a passage (245) w hich may be looked on as reversing the 
ironic emphasis of the parallel passage in the Ion* But a history of argu¬ 
ments about poetry will have to claim some license to look rather for 
ideas in full bloom than for the person behind the ideas. It is another 
kind of job to try to harmonize all the statements in the dialogues of 
Plato. 

After the Ion , the place where we find Plato’s mistrust of poetry 

8 See R. G. Collingwood, The Principles of Art (Oxford, 1938), pp. 46-7, for 
a.good instance of the argument that Plato was really a friend of the arts. We pro¬ 
ceed here on the assumption that the student of poetry need not be really much 
concerned to enlist Plato on the side of poetry, nor much discomfited to believe 
that on the whole Plato disapproved of poetry. Plato may convcniendy be taken 
as the representative of an impressive and fairly coherent system of and-poedc. From 
early times, the attack upon poetry has often enough been made in his name. 
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expressed in the simplest and most practical terms is the passage on the 
“musical” education of the “Guardians” in Books II and III of the Re¬ 
public, a work, be it remembered, of Plato’s mid-career and maturity. 
Here, and again in Book X of the Republic , in a more metaphysical 
context, and in the Laws, the compromise Repiblic of Plato’s old age, 
we encounter his well-known objection to the moral effects of poetry. 
Poetry “feeds and waters the passions,” creating division and unsteadi¬ 
ness in the heart, or frivolous laughter, and producing the opposite of 
civic virtue. The Guardians of the Republic will in fact have the duty 
of showing poets the gate. 

And therefore when any one of these pantomimic gentlemen 
. . . comes to us, and makes a proposal to exhibit himself and 
his poetry, we will fall down and worship him as a sweet and 
holy and wonderful being; but we must also inform him that in 
our State such as he are not permitted to exist; the law will not 
allow them. And so when we have anointed him with myrrh, 
and set a garland of wool upon his head, we shall send him 
away to another city. For we mean to employ for our souls’ 
health the rougher and severer poet or story-teller, who will 
imitate the style of the virtuous only, and will follow those 
models which we prescribed at first when we began the educa¬ 
tion of our soldiers.—III, 398 

A passage of similar tenor in the Laws speaks of an ideal, civic-mindcd 
poet, a man “more than fifty years old,” a safe one for composing patri¬ 
otic songs. But such a one was not to be found among the actual poets— 
Homer, the tragedians, the writers of comedy. 

We are ready to acknowledge that Homer is the greatest of 
poets and first of tragedy writers; but we must remain firm in 
our conviction that hymns to the gods and praises of famous 
men are the only poetry which ought to be admitted into our 
State. For if you go beyond this and allow the honeyed muse 
to enter, cither in epic or lyric verse, not law and the reason of 
mankind, which by common consent have ever been deemed 
best, but pleasure and pain will be the rulers in our State. . . . 

But that she may not impute to us any harshness or want of 
politeness, let us tell her that there is an ancient quarrel between 
philosophy and poetry .—Repiblic X, 607 

The quarrel between the poet and the philosopher is the deep end 
of the quarrel between the poet and the moralist. If poetry produces im¬ 
moral results, this happens not without certain causes in the nature of 
poetry itself—one of these, for instance, is the very fact that poetry 
deals with a variety of motives and feelings, the good and the bad, pleas- 
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ure and pain. In Books II and III of the Republic it appears that poetry 
is engaged in fictions—often, moreover, in wicked fictions—wicked 
lies. Homer and Hesiod and the dramatists, instead of representing God 
as good and the source of all good (instead of telling the truth about 
which Hesiod’s Muses boasted), give us an anthropomorphic, wran¬ 
gling, deceitful, and revengeful crowd of deities. These poets show 
heroes as emotional and cowardly, wicked men as prosperous, and just 
men as wretched. Earlier exegetes, forsooth, had invented a pretty way 
of defending these impieties by saying that they were “allegorical.” 
They were supposed to conceal an acceptable message at a more abstract 
level. 

At this stage of the argument appears the incidental concept of “imita¬ 
tion” (mimesis) —which, with a certain modification, becomes in later 
passages the center of Plato’s poetics. Certain poems, he observes in 
Book III, simply tell what happened; others actually imitate what hap¬ 
pened—dramas, of course—and these are the most dangerous ones, be¬ 
cause the most contagious. A man who is to play a serious part in life 
cannot afford to imitate any other kind of part. (Let the slaves and hired 
strangers, he says in Laws VII, 817, act our comedies for us.) It is need¬ 
less to try to guess how consciously Plato’s view had developed by the 
time he wrote his second discussion of poetry in the Republic , that of 
Book X (it was written perhaps some years after Books II and III). In 
any case the concept of imitation 0 has now become markedly more 
pejorative and is furthermore now applied to poetry as if it were insepa¬ 
rable. 

Speaking in confidence, for I should not like to have my words 
repeated to the tragedians and the rest of the imitative tribe— 
but I do not mind saying to you, that all poetical imitations are 
ruinous to the understanding of the hearers, and that the know¬ 
ledge of their true nature is the only antidote to them.—595 

The reasoning is made clearer in a very explicit analogy between a poet 
and an illusionist painter of a bed. 

And the painter too is, as I conceive. . . . a creator of appear¬ 
ances, is he not? 

Of course. 

But then I suppose you will say that what he creates is untrue. 

And yet there is a sense in which the painter also creates a bed? 

Yes, he said, but not a real bed. 

0 Richard McKcon’s exposition of the analogical series of meanings enjoyed by 
the term mimesis in Plato’s works (“Literary Criticism and the Concept of Imita¬ 
tion in Antiquity”, MP, XXXIV, August, 1936, 1-35) tends to soften the application 
of the term to poetry in these contexts, but the pejorative implications can scarcely 
be dismissed. 
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And what of the maker of the bed? were you not saying that 
he too makes, not the idea which, according to our view, is the 
essence of the bed, but only a particular bed? 

Yes, I did. 

Then if he docs not make that which exists he cannot make true 
existence, but only some semblance of existence; and if any one 
were to say that the work of the maker of the bed, or of any 
other workman, has real existence, he could hardly be supposed 
to be speaking the truth. 

Beds, then, are of three kinds, and there arc three artists who 
superintend them: God, the maker of the bed, and the painter? 

Yes, there are three of them. 

God, whether from choice or from necessity, made one bed in 
nature and one only; two or more such ideal beds neither ever 
have been nor ever will be made by God. 

And what shall we say of the carpenter—is he not also the 
maker of the bed? 

Yes. 

But would you call the painter a creator and maker? 

Certainly not. 

Yet if he is not the maker, what is he in relation to the bed? 

I think, he said, that we may fairly designate him as the imitator 
of that which the others make. 

Good, I said; then you call him who is second 1 in the descent 
from nature an imitator? 

Certainly, he said. 

And the tragic poet is an imitator, and therefore, like all other 
imitators, he is twice removed from the king and from the 
truth? 

That appears to be so.—596-7 

With the allusion to the ideal bed, the work of God, we are involved in 
the Platonic metaphysics of transcendental reality, a system of ideas 
which needs to be clarified by reference to two passages which intcr- 

1 Thc words in Plato’s text are actually “third” and “thrice,” but their mean¬ 
ing depends on the classical or inclusive method of counting. 
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venc in the Republic between the discussion of poetry in Books II—III 
and that in Book X, One is the allegory in Book VII of the cinematic 
cave in which men sitting on a bench with their backs to an opening 
and a great fire beyond, see only the shadow's of a sort of passing puppet 
show' cast on the wall before them. Such is our own experience of what 
we think to be reality. The other passage is the more technically in¬ 
structive figure of the “line,” in Book VI, with its four ascending phases 
of knowledge: the lowest eikasia , or sensory imaging (of the surface of 
things and their shadows—the aspects of the bed w'hich can be painted); 
the second, pistis (faith), a kind of trustful apprehension of the solid yet 
mutable things of our w'orld (beds and horses); the third, on the upper 
side of a major central division, dianoia , discursive understanding of 
mathcmaticals or geometric figures; and at the top, nocsis, intuitive and 
true knowledge of permanent beings, the forms or ideas ( eide ). 2 For 
the moment let us not attempt to say more precisely w'hat these last are. 


IV 

Plato’s doctrine of ideas is perhaps most often know’n in its rather vague 
relation to the “beautiful” (to kalon) and to love (eros), and in this re¬ 
lation chiefly through three other dialogues, the Phaedo , the Symposium 
and the Phaednts. In the first of these, the conversation on immortality 
held by Socrates with his friends on the day he is to drink the hemlock, 
we find the doctrine of anamnesis 3 (Wordsworthian otherworldly recol¬ 
lection) as an explanation of how we come to be possessed at all of ideas 
more perfect than the things of our w'orldly experience. As for beautiful 
things, they arc indeed beautiful “by reason of beauty”—that is, by par¬ 
ticipating in the beautiful—but beauty is named only as one among other 
kinds of perfection (753-d; iooc-e). The discourse is ascetic rather than 
aesthetic, stressing preparation for immortality by philosophic discipline. 
But in the Symposium and the Phaedrus , the preparation, or approach, 
is that of the lover, by w'ay of mortal beauty. The lover graduates, in 
the Symposium (210-12), from single beautiful bodies to all beautiful 
bodies, from bodies to forms, and from forms to practices and notions, 
until he contemplates “the vast sea of beauty”; and in the Phaedrus (249, 
265-6, 277), he graduates from bodily beauty not only to ideal beauty 
but to “w'isdom, goodness, and the like,” all the hierarchy of ideas. The 
^ lover becomes in effect the philosopher. 

2 Both dianoia and noesis come under the generic head of episteme (knowl¬ 
edge), what Socrates found wanting in Homer and Ion. Both eikasia (the awareness 
of images, eikones) and pistis come under the generic head of doxa (mere opinion) 
and both refer to the world of becoming, ta gignoweva . 

3 See too the Aleno, 82-5, where Socrates elicits geometrical reasoning from 
a slave boy. 
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An honest reading of these and other passages in Plato can scarcely 
blink the fact that the bodily beauty alluded to is that of the boy lover. 

( Orthos paiderastein reads one phrase of the Symposium , 211, rendered 
by an eminent Victorian translator as “true love.”) Pederasty was a 
Spartan cult, supposed to induce military virtue, and, as the first two 
speeches of the Symposiuvi and the temptation of Socrates described in 
the same dialogue by Alcibiadcs make sufficiently clear, it had a vogue 
among Athenian intellectuals during Plato’s boyhood. “Love is of gen¬ 
eration,” says the Symposium (206), “of birth in beauty.” “Souls which 
are pregnant conceive wisdom and virtue” (209). The beautiful notions 
begotten through this love make a clear enough contrast to the results 
of heterosexual love. 4 Without wholly endorsing the charge of one writer 
on this theme, 5 that these dialogues have been the “sulphurous breviary” 
of homosexual literary cults in all succeeding ages, we incline to say 
that the general warmth and color of the dialogues, the brilliant use of 
allegorical imagery like that of the soul as charioteer and the higher and 
lower passions as his pair of horses in the Phaednts , and the vivacious 
drama of the conversationalists at the banquet—Aristophanes, Agathon, 
Alcibiadcs, Socrates—on the attractive theme of love, have helped a great 
deal to make the aspect of Platonism that relates to “love” and “beauty” 
best known and best liked among literary students during every Renais¬ 
sance. Yet these topics have furnished not so much a workable theory 
about the nature of poetry as inspirational subject matter for literary 
treatment—the “Idees on hie . . . which Plato so admyred” in Spenser’s 
Hymne of Heavenly Beautie or the conception of Platonic pure love in 
the Fourth Book of Castiglione’s Courtier . 

The term “beauty” (to kalon) is used in the Platonic dialogues to 
refer rather loosely to a wide range of natural objects, artifacts, institu¬ 
tions, and ideas. In the Philebus (64c) we have the relatively helpful 
concept of beauty as measure and proportion (metriotes kai siwrmetria) 
and the distinction (51c) between the beautiful in itself and the rela¬ 
tively beautiful. In the Memorabilia of Xenophon (III, 8; IV, 6) Socrates 
produces the concept of the beautiful as the convenient (i.e. the “func¬ 
tional”—a dung basket, if well made, is beautiful; a golden shield, if not 
well made, is ugly). And the dubiously Platonic Greater Hippias pre¬ 
sents him in his most sustained effort to face the difficult problem. He 
disposes easily of such too concrete suggestions by the sophist as that 
a beautiful horse or a beautiful maiden may be adduced to define the 

4 In the Pbaedo , as Socrates prepares for the draught of hemlock, the women 
of his family are admitted to see him, but briefly and grudgingly toward the close 
of the day., 

5 John Jay Chapman, Lucian , Plato } and Greek Morals (Boston,, 1931), p. i 33 - 
Cf. the more sober account by Warner Fite, The Platonic Legend (New York, 
*934)* Chap. VIII, “Platonic Love.” Plato censures this kind of eros in Republic III, 
403 and Laws , 636. 
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concept of the beautiful ( parthenos kale kaltm), or that whatever is gold 
is beautiful. (What about the chryselephantine statue of Athena? says 
Socrates. Why didn’t Phidias make it all gold?) Canvassing the prob¬ 
lems of the convenient, the appropriate, and the useful—in fact, the 
whole difficult problem of terminal and instrumental values—he arrives 
at the tentative (and far from ridiculous) conclusion that the beautiful 
may be that which is beneficially pleasurable ( hedonen ophelimon) 
through the senses of sight and hearing (419). But the idea of the “bene¬ 
ficial” persists in betraying the instrumentalism of the concept. The con¬ 
clusion is that the discourse has been useless. And even these efforts at 
definition are not very precisely reflected in the Sy?nposium or in the 
other classic places where Plato discusses beauty and love. 


V 

Let us turn back, toward a colder side of Plato’s theory of ideas which 
we have already hinted. The presence of the hypothetical mathematika, 
the geometric forms, at the third level of the scale of knowledge in 
Book VI of the Republic might lead one to wonder whether any more 
purified element of the mathematical is implicit in the highest level, that 
of the pure forms. A pronounced attention to mathematics and geome¬ 
try as one stage of the Guardian’s education, in Book V of the Republic, 
might suggest the same speculation. Students of the Platonic text and of 
other evidence about Plato’s thought, especially the criticisms of Aris¬ 
totle, do in fact distinguish two strains in his theory of ideas. One is the 
Socratic or logical, the argument that our use of general terms and class 
conceptions entails the existence of real and transcendent unities corre¬ 
sponding to these conceptions. It is an argument which receives heavy 
criticism, apparently from Plato himself, in the Parmenides and other 
late dialogues. The second is a more subtle ontological attempt to get at 
the permanent and necessary structure of reality, a development of 
Pythagorean number theory in which Plato distinguishes between the 
continuous and boundless stuff of our sensory experience, the indeter¬ 
minate world of becoming, and a real or rational world of limit, that is, 
of ratios between both unit numbers and geometric lines. The word for 
the rational principle is logos —the same word that appears in the crucial 
definition of geometric ratio in the Fifth Book of Euclid. At the level 
of mathematicals or geometric figures, one may have, let us say, a mul¬ 
tiplicity of isosceles triangles, .all of different sizes and hence participat¬ 
ing in the diversity and indefiniteness of material extension. The final 
oneness, or what they have in common, is their ratio, something intelli¬ 
gible though unimaginable. As Aristotle was to put it: 
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Further, besides sensible things and Forms he says there are the 
objects of mathematics, which occupy an intermediate position, 
differing from sensible things in being eternal and unchange¬ 
able, from Forms in that there are many alike, while the Form 
itself is in each case unique .—Metaphysics I (A), 6.° 

What may be difficult for us to conceive is that the theory posits 
such a number or ratio as the real idea behind each of the ordinary and 
immediately concrete names which we give to objects. As a modern in- 
terpreter has put it: 

The idea of man is not the general term which designates all 
perceived men. The idea of myself is not what I sense when I 
consider myself introspectively. The idea of fire is not the gen¬ 
eral term (or any notion in the mind of which the general term is 
a symbol) referring to all cases of perceived fire. Nor is the idea 
of fire that notion given by a definition which distinguishes fire 
from all other factors in the universe, in terms of perceived prop- 
erties. All the so-called concepts which we use in ordinary dis¬ 
course, and which most modern philosophers have in mind when 
they refer to Plato’s theory of ideas,—all such notions are not 
ideas, in the Platonic meaning of the term. They are merely 
nominalistic terms referring to factors in “the class of the mixed.” 

Ideas are purely in the class of the limit and they cannot be il¬ 
lustrated by pointing to anything immediately sensed. . . . 
“ideas,” whether they be the idea of the fire, the 'idea of myself, 
or the idea of the good, are ratios which only an analytical math¬ 
ematical symbolism can express and only the pure scientific intel- 
lect can grasp. 7 


Perhaps the most easily grasped evidence that Plato really thought this 
way is to be found in his late cosmological dialogue the Tinmens, 
( 53 - 6 ); where, taking advantage of the fact that there are five, and only 
five, kinds of regular polyhedra, he assigns a basic structure, the real 
idea, to each of what were then supposed to be the four primary ele¬ 
ments: fire, earth, air, water, and to a fifth imagined element, “ether.” 
Fire, as we might guess from its volatility and sharpness, has for its 
mathematical the regular pyramid or tetrahedron, and for its “idea” the 
ratio of magnitudes which defines the tetrahedron. Earth, as the most 
solid and least movable element, has the cube or hexahedron; and so 
forth with perhaps less plausibility, according to the lightness and num¬ 
ber of faces of the octahedron (air), the icosahedron (water), and the 


0 See post Chapter 2, p. 22, n. 1. 

Ph.l J £T hr T- 7 c he Ma 5 hc ™ tical Background and Content of Greel 

Philosophy, in Philosophical Essays for Alfred North Whitehead (New York, 1936) 
PP- 32 - 3 . By permission of Longmans, Green & Co., Inc. 





17 Socrates and the Rhapsode 

dodecahedron (ether). 8 Until very recent times the five regular solids 
were known as the Platonic bodies. The better part of the soul, Plato 
said in Republic X (602), trusts to measure and calculation. In the 
Theaetetus (143b) he said that God himself is a geometer (geometrein ). 
He is said to have inscribed over the entrance to his school: “Let no one 
ignorant of geometry enter” ( Agedvietretos medeis eisito)? 

One will be perhaps likely to think that this side of Plato’s theory, 
hyperintellcctual and even frigid, must have seemed even to him far less 
relevant to the nature of literature than the more visionary conceptions 
which we have described somewhat earlier. It is possible, however, that 
through another group of arts which were highly cultivated in Greece 
during Plato’s time—the visual—at least a remote kind of relevance may 
be inferred. One of Plato’s later dialogues, the Pbilebus , is a discussion of 
pleasure and knowledge in which he attempts for one thing to distinguish 
what he calls mixed pleasures (those that follow on pain or are somehow 
dependent on it—and here he puts the pleasures of tragedy and comedy) 
from certain kinds which he considers more pure and hence more nearly 
related to the good. One passage of this dialogue has often been produced 
in our day as a charter from antiquity for theorists of “significant form” 
in the visual arts. 

I do not mean by beauty of form such beauty as that of animals 
or pictures, which the many would suppose to be my meaning; 
but, says the argument, understand me to mean straight lines 
and circles, and the plane or solid figures which are formed out 
of them by turning-lathes and rulers and measures of angles; 
for these I affirm to be not only relatively beautiful, like other 
things, but they are eternally and absolutely beautiful, and they 
have peculiar pleasures, quite unlike the pleasures of scratching. 

And there are colours which are of the same character, and have 
similar pleasures.—51 1 

Let us place in conjunction with this a tabular view of the imitative arts 
digested from several places in another late dialogue, the Sophist (219, 
235, 264, 266). The sophist himself, viewed by Plato as a special kind of 

s Ti?naeus , 530-560. Francis M. Comford, Plato's Cosmology , The Tbnaeus of 
Plato Translated with a Running Commentary (London, 1937)1 pp- 210-22. The as¬ 
signment of the dodecahedron to ether is not explicit in Plato but was apparendy 
made so in early Platonic commentary. See the quotation from Plutarch’s On the E 
at Delphi (XI) in Comford, p. 220; Paul Shorey, What Plato Said (Chicago, 1933)1 
p. 408; Epinomis 981, 984. 

0 Adolph Busse, ed., Covmientaria in Aristotelem Graeca, XVIII (Berlin, 1900), 
118, the commentary of Elias. Cf. Aristotle: “Mathematics has been turned by our 
present day thinkers into the whole of philosophy” ( Metaphysics , I, 9). 

1 Cf. E. F. Carritt, in Philosophies of Beauty (Oxford, 1931), pp. 29-30; Her¬ 
bert Read, Art Now (New York, 1933)1 P- 101; R- H. Wilenski, The Meaning of 
Modem Sculpture (London, 1933)• 
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imitator or deceiver, is the object of definition, but some incidental light 
is cast in another direction. 

ART 
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.[ i 

Divine Human 
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Of Images 

Of Originals Of Images 



(of originals) 

( eidola) 

(e.g., a house) 



e.g., animals, 

dreams 

1 

l 


man, fire, 

reflections 

Of likeness 

Of semblances 

earth 

shadows 

by art eikastike. 

( phantasmal) 



exact in all di¬ 

by art 




mensions, with 

phantastike 



colors 

1 

l 

i 



1 

by tools 

\ 

by mimicry 



[painting 





sculpture 





music] 

j 





1 

with knowledge 

ignor; 

antly 



[acting?] 

1 


l 



1 

simple- 

1 

insincerely 



mindedly 


l 


in public in private 

(Demagogue) (Sophist) 


The part of the table which specially concerns us is the division between 
eikastic (or realistic) images and phantastic (or imaginative). Here Plato 
seems to be attempting to deal, though perhaps not very decisively, with 
a question which is prominent in ancient theory of art, that of illusion. 
There is a passage in the Iliad of Homer—often quoted by historians of 
literary theory—where the shield made by Hephaestus for Achilles is de¬ 
scribed with great admiration—the images with which it was adorned 
were so life-like that the furrows of a ploughed field, though wrought 
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from the gold, seemed black. During the lifetime of Plato himself Greek 
visual art seems to have been moving rapidly in the direction of natural¬ 
ism and illusionism. Art historians of the formalist school like to tell us 
that even the Great Period of Greek sculpture (that of the pediments of 
the Temple of Zeus at Olympia, for instance, or the .Periclean Parthenon 
at Athens) is a degeneration from a more formal (and Egyptian) antiq¬ 
uity. Visual art was already tending toward the Rogers-ware style of 
Hellenistic narrative and genre sculpture (the dying Gaul, the old mar¬ 
ket woman). Later documents of antiquity, especially the Natural His¬ 
tory of Pliny the Elder, record such instances of illusionist virtuosity in 
Plato’s day as that of Zeuxis, who painted grapes so well that they at¬ 
tracted birds, 2 or that of Parrhasius, who painted drapery that appeared 
to move. These achievements seem to have arisen out of one of the chief 
developments during the fifth century in theatrical design, that of skia- 
graphia (shaded painting) or perspective scenery. At the same time the 
formal and geometrical element of visual art continued very prominently 
in the architecture by which Plato was surrounded. Modem investigation 
has fairly well demonstrated that the art of Greek vases and temple ar¬ 
chitecture was based oh the principle of “dynamic symmetry”—the com- 
mensurability of area rather than of line and above all the commensu- 
rability generated by extreme and mean ratio, the “Golden Section.” 3 

The relation between illusion and formalism in Plato’s day was 
scarcely simple—as may be instanced even in the “fantastic” art men¬ 
tioned by Plato in the Sophist (235c). Painters and sculptors, he points 
out, strive for the proportion that will appear beautiful. Those who carve 
colossal figures, for instance, make the upper parts larger so that from 
the ground they will be seen in usual proportions. A Byzantine Greek 
chronicler has preserved the story that when Phidias produced his statue 
of Athena in competition with that of a rival, the people, were ready to 
stone Phidias when the statue was seen lying on the ground. 4 Such pro¬ 
portioned illusion as this .Plato classes with the work of the sophist. Yet 
even the architectural formalism of Plato’s day depended on the same 
adjustments—as in.the well-known entasis or swell of the temple columns, 
in virtue of which they look straight as one sees them from below. 

Let us move toward a close of this discussion by placing side by 
side two more Platonic passages, the first from an early dialogue about 
verbal images or names, the Cratylus . ‘ 

2 Pliny, Natural History , XXXV, 36, 60: . . uvas pictas tanto successu in in 

scacnam aves advolassent .” See Pierre-Maxime Schuhl, Platon et UArt de Son Temps 
(Paris, 1933)- 

3 Among a number of works on this subject by Jay Hambidge, see especially 
Dynamic Symmetry, The Greek Vase (New Haven, 1920), The Parthenon ana 
Other Greek Temples , Their Dynamic Symmetry (New Haven, 1924), Practical 
Applications of Dynamic Syvmietry (New Haven, 1932). 

4 Tzctzes, Historiarum Variorum Chiliades } VIII, 353-69* ed. T. Kiessling 
(Lipsiac, 1826), pp. 295-6. 
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I should say . . . that the image, if expressing in every point 
the entire reality, would no longer be an image. Let us suppose 
the existence of two objects: one of them shall be Cratylus, 
and the other the image of Cratylus; and we will suppose, fur¬ 
ther, that some God makes not only a representation such as a 
painter would make of your outward form and Colour, but also 
creates an inward organization like yours, having the same 
warmth and softness; and into this infuses motion, and soul, and 
mind, such as you have, and in a word copies all your qualities, 
and places them by you in another form; would you say that 
this was Cratylus and the image of Cratylus, or that there were 
two Cratyluses?—432 

The second, from the attack on poetry in Book X of the Republic. 

Then the imitator ... is a long way off the truth, and can do 
all things because he lightly touches on a small part of them, 
and that part an image. For example: A painter will paint a cob¬ 
bler, carpenter, or any other artist, though he knows nothing of 
their arts; and, if he is a good artist, he may deceive children or 
simple persons, when he shows them his picture of a carpenter 
from a distance, and they will fancy that they are looking at a 
real carpenter.—598 

The minimal conclusion to be drawn from all the evidence would seem 
to be that Plato has confronted the very difficult problem of the relation 
between formalism and illusionism in art and, in line with the austerity 
and subtlety of his basic mathematical view of reality, has expressed his 
mistrust of the realistic trends of his day and has cast a perennially in¬ 
fluential vote in favor of some kind of visual formalism. 5 If this part of 
his theorizing does not go far in telling us about the nature of poetry, 
at least it offers a prototype for theories of “stylization” or “detachment” 
which have never since in the history of poetics been altogether sub¬ 
merged. In what is no doubt its excess of detachment Plato’s theory 
offers an approach by contrast to—as indeed it was historically the point 
•of departure for—the more empirically weighted and warmer theory 
which we shall encounter in the next chapter. 

5 Plato’s formalism seems not to extend to auditory art. See his rules for moral 
fitness in modes of music, Republic HI, 398-400, and his censure of “the bare sound 
of harp and flute,” Laws II, 669. 
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ARISTOTLE’S ANSWER: 
POETRY AS STRUCTURE 


§ Aristotle's Poetics in relation to bis major works, rela¬ 
tion between Plato and Aristotle on universals, the mathe¬ 
matical, the biological, cntelcchy, the Socratic probletn of 
classes —//. theoretical and practical sciences, the Ethics 
and Politics, poetry and information, the artistic norm — 
111 . the universal, the probable, mimesis, homoioma, in¬ 
ternal action, music, figures and colors, opsis, the ideal (to 
beltion, hoia einai dei)— IV. growth of tragedy, norms of 
size and order, peripeteia, anagnorisis, desis, lusis, whole¬ 
ness, beginning, middle, end — V. cohesion of causes, Pos¬ 
terior Analytics, the logic of the syllogism, dramatic logic, 
Oedipus, organic unity, Aristotle's six elements of tragedy, 
reality of the poetic object § 


P lato’s pupil aristotle came to the academy ix the year 367 or 
eighteen years before Plato’s death at the age of 80 in 349. Fourteen 
years later, in 335, Aristotle founded his own school the Lyceum. 
It was apparently towards the end of his career that he produced his 
treatise in three books on Rhetoric and in some way was responsible for 
an essay or compilation of notes, in twenty-six chapters, the celebrated 
Poetics. Even if it were to happen that at this late date classical scholars 
changed their opinion about the authorship of the Poetics, one would 
still turn, for the explication of these condensed and partly chaotic'hints, 
to the system of Greek philosophy which most readily connects with 
them, the major works of Aristotle, especially his Metaphysics, Ethics, 
and Politics. The Poetics is a work of the type which Aristotelians have 
called “acroamatic”—to be interpreted only with the help of other and 
larger works. The difference between Aristotle and Plato on poetry is a 
fulfilment of their difference on ideas or universals, and the Rhetoric 


zi 
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and Poetics are parts of a larger answer to Plato. Plato is a teacher and 
opponent who often appears, or is often just out of sight, in the argu¬ 
ments of Aristotle, and especially in historical parts of the Metaphysics. 

. . . having in his youth first become familiar with ... the 
Heraclitean doctrines (that all objects of sense are ever in a state 
of flux and there is no knowledge about them), Plato held these 
views even in later years. Socrates, however, was busying him¬ 
self about ethical matters and neglecting the world of nature 
. . . he-fixed thought for the first time on definitions. Plato 
accepted his teaching ()ut held that the problem applied not to 
objects of sense but to entities of another kind—for this reason, 
that common definitions could not be definitions of any objects 
of sense, as these are always changing. The “entities of another 
kind, then, he called Ideas, and objects of sense, he said, were 
all named after Ideas and in virtue of a relation to these; for 
the many objects of sense exist by participation in the Ideas 
that have the same name as they .—Metaphysics I (A), 6 1 


ii" " ^ orrns exist and “animal” is present in “man” and 

horse, it is either one and the same in number, or different. 
(In formula it is clearly one, for he who states the formula will 
go through the same formula in either case.) If then there is a 
man-in-himself who is a “this” and exists apart, the parts also 
of which he consists, e.g. “animal” and “two-footed,” must indi¬ 
cate “thises,” and be capable of separate existence and sub¬ 
stances .—Metaphysics VII (Z), 13 


Again, if the Forms are numbers, how can they be causes? Is 
it because existing things are other numbers, e.g. one number 
is man, another is Socrates, another Callias? 


—Metaphysics I (A), 9 


It is perhaps best for our purpose to attempt to express the difference 
between Plato and Aristotle in their view of universals as broadly and 
as simply as possible. It derives from the fact that whereas Plato, as we 
have seen, was mathematical, transcendental, and rigorously abstract, Ar¬ 
istotle (whose father, Tsicomachus—if a biographical note be relevant_ 

was court physician to Amyntas II of Macedonia—and who was himself 


Works of Aristotle, other than the Poetics and Rhetoric, are quoted in this 
and the following chapter mainly from the Oxford translation, completed in .93“ 
and largely reprmted in The Baste Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New 
\ork. Random House, 1941). In the passage from Metaphysics I (A) 6 above the 
term ‘scns.bles m the Oxford translation is altered by the present writers to "objects 
of sense.” Some shorter questions from various Aristotelian works arc borrowed 
from the commentary of S. H. Butcher on the Poetics . (Cf. post p 2? n 2) 

. JF h ^ 0 xf °J d l ramlation of Aristotle is quoted by permission of the Delegates 
of The Clarendon Press. b 
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a naturalist and collector of specimens for King Hermias of Atameus 
and Assos in Syria) was biological, natural, empirical, and concrete. We 
shall not go far wrong if we form the habit of imagining behind the 
universal of Aristotle, rather than a geometric figure like a triangle, some 
living animal, say a horse. If there was change here, from colthood to 
death and decay, it was yet possible to say that something had changed. 
(Even if something which is cold becomes hot, a potency has been re¬ 
alized, and potency resides in something. 2 ) There is also, especially in a 
biological object, direction in change, a purpose or entelechy y the full 
self of the object as realized in the object—the horse rather than the colt. 
“What each thing is when fully developed, we call its nature.” 3 Or: 
“. . . a thing is more properly said to be what it is when it has attained 
to fulfilment than when it exists potentially.” 4 Recurrence in generation 
also has something to do with it. When a tree is made into a bed, and if 
the bed then happens to be planted—if anything comes up at all,- it will 
not be a bed but a tree. 5 “Man is born from man, but not bed from bed,” 
The ousia or essence, the eidos or form, which, as we. have seen, was 
the object of knowledge at the top of Plato’s line—but which was ap¬ 
parently transcendental and separate from the horses and beds which are 
crudely and trustfully known at a lower level by pistis (a kind of “animal 
faith”)—is brought down by Aristotle into the things themselves as the 
dynamic principle of their being which continues through change in a 
certain direction. The form must be in the thing as one of its causes. 

When we are dealing with definite and ordered products of 
Nature, we must not say that each is of a certain quality because 
it becomes so, but rather that they become so because they are 
so and so, for the process of becoming attends upon being and 
is for the sake of being, not vice versa? 

The Platonic term ousia as it appears in Aristotle attracts both “sub¬ 
stance” and “essence” for its English translations. The to ti en eiiiai — 
the “being what a thing was”—is a relative of ousia so close as to be 
nearly indistinguishable from it. “When we say what a thing is, we do 
not say ‘white’ or ‘hot’ or ‘three cubits long,’ but a ‘man’ or ‘a god.* ” 7 
Aristotle carries on the Socratic or logical, rather than the Pythagorean 
or mathematical, strain in Plato’s thinking; but he re-enforces this strain 
ontologically by grounding it more deeply in things themselves, as their 
vital principle of unity in change. In the Parmenides of Plato the younger 
Socrates, as he is dramatically presented, suffers some embarrassment at 

2 Metaphysics IX ( 0 ); Physics I. 

8 Politics I, i. 

* Physics II, i. 

5 Physics II, i. 

0 On the Generation of Animals V, i. 

7 Metaphysics VII (Z), i. 
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the questions of the Eleatic Parmenides about the number of things 
which have fomis —that is, about the kinds of forms themselves and their 
number. About some kinds Socrates is sure: there are forms of universal 
categories such as likeness and difference, of ethical qualities such as jus¬ 
tice and goodness, of mathematical, of elements (fire, air, water, earth), 
and of natural species, such as man and horse. But about such transitory 
or inferior classes as, say, mud or hair, the argument is less decided. It 
is not clear that Aristotle has completely or triumphantly solved this 
problem. But at least his biological and hence structural emphasis tends 
to center the concept of form on more complex and stable living things 
—organic substances. His emphasis falls upon the qualifications which a 
thing must have in order to be a thing at all, a this or a one. 8 


II 

The transition from the more metaphysical areas of Aristotle's thought 
to his Poetics and Rhetoric is stepped down or cushioned for us by a 
distinction again characteristic of the empiricism of Aristotle in reaction 
against the rational severity of Plato. This is the general distinction which 
Aristotle makes between theoretical science and a varied range of “prac¬ 
tical” philosophies and “productive” arts—or, more briefly, between the 
demonstrably certain and the arguably probable. The distinction was 
not pejorative and exclusive, as it tended to be for Plato, but tolerant and 
inclusive—extending to each kind of discipline a charter to work with 
the kind of evidence and within the degree of precision which could as 
a matter of fact be exacted of its peculiar materials. As the ontological 
and epistemological dialogues of Plato have their themes reflected in the 
vast museum of his political masterpiece the Republic, so the metaphysi¬ 
cal, logical and scientific works of Aristotle shade off into his Ethics, or 
philosophy of rational activity along the path of the “mean,” and his 
Politics, a more historical inquiry into that activity as it derives from 
man’s role as a member of society. “Man is naturally a social animal” 
(Anthropos phusei politikon zoon ). 9 Book VIII of the Politics deals with 
education, and more specifically, Chapters 5 and 7 of this Book, with 
the value of visual, musical, and verbal arts. With the value of poetry, 
says Aristotle, I have dealt more fully in my Poetics . We may think of 
both his Poetics and his Rhetoric as expansions of this area of the Politics 
and may safely work on the hypothesis that for Aristotle, as for Plato, 
poetry is an art to be understood, and praised or blamed, only in its rela¬ 
tion to the whole human being of whom it is both the instrument and 
the reflection. 

8 Cf. post Chapter 7, the neo-Platonic development of this conception. 

0 Politics I, 1. 
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Such a basic assumption, however, docs not prevent Aristotle from 
looking at poetry in its own perspective as a thing having its own pe¬ 
culiar character. One of the most interesting passages in the Poetics — 
though it is but an incidental excursion—occurs in Chapter XXV when 
Aristotle in the course of rejecting several pedantries of criticism ap¬ 
parently prevalent in his day (the reliances, no doubt, of the caviller 
Zoilus 1 and his friends) alludes to a kind of hyper-literalism, a scientific 
and informational criterion, such as might easily be imputed to the 
Socrates of Plato’s Ion . One may distinguish, says Aristotle, between 
faults which affect a poem as such and those which do not. 

... if the failure is due to a wrong choice—if he has repre¬ 
sented a horse as throwing out both of his off legs at once, or 
introduced technical inaccuracies in medicine, for example, or ' 
in any other art—the error is not essential to the poetry. 2 

Or, to shift the example to the sister mimetic art of painting: “Not to 
know that a hind has no l^orns is a less serious matter than to paint it 
inartistically.” With the word in artistic ally Aristotle may be thought to 
have begged the question, and in a sense no doubt he has. In somewhat 
the same sense all the other poetic theory which we are to consider in 
this book will do the same—in the sense, that is, that a certain nuclear 
area of the indefinable will never be reduced by the theory; a scientific 
or completely analytic definition of poetry has never been achieved. 
What is artistically? What is art? What does an art of words tell us? 


Ill 

Among the parts of the Poetics which have been most often quoted by 
later theorists are the dicta that poetry is a more philosophic and more 
serious thing ( philosophoteron kai spoudaioteron) than “history,” that it 
deals with the universal (here is the direct retort to Plato) while history 
deals with particulars, that it cares not for what has happened but for 

1 Zoilus, a critic who flourished about 350 b.c., was the author of a work in 
nine books probably entitled Homeromastix (A Whip for Homer). 

2 The Poetics of Aristotle is quoted in this and the following chapters from 
the text and for the most part from the translation of S. H. Butcher, Aristotle's 
Theory of Poetry and Fine Art , 4th Edition, London, 1907. Cf. ante p. 22, n. 1. Other 
editions and English translations which may be very profitably consulted arc: Aris¬ 
totle on the Art of Poetry , trans. Ingram Bywater (Oxford, 1909); Allan H. Gilbert’s 
translation of the text according to Gudcman’s edition, i934» in Gilbert’s Literary 
Criticis??i } Plato to Dry den (New York, 1940); Seymour M. Pitcher, “Aristotle on 
Poetic Art,” The Journal of General Education , VII (October, 1952)1 S&- 7 ^; L. J. 
Potts, Aristotle on the Art of Fiction (Cambridge, 1953)- The last is a highly ac¬ 
complished translation which confers perhaps more continuity and readability on 
Aristotle’s notes than any other attempt in English. Butcher’s translation is quoted 
by permission of Macmillan & Company Ltd and St. Martin’s Press. 
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what may happen (ch. IX), and that it prefers impossible probabilities 
{adunata eikota) to improbable possibilities ( dunata apithana). 3 But how 
can what is impossible be probable? Probable, plausible, or harmonious, 
by certain approximate laws of spirit, value and desire, we might say, 
rather than by rules of physical science and measurement. Or, by cer¬ 
tain internal laws set up by a work of art for itself, rather than by laws of 
scientific external reference. 

The main effort of the Aristotelian tradition in criticism has been 
to reconcile such statements with the fact that one of the central terms 
in Aristotle’s system—as might be expected from his proximity to Plato 
and his purpose of rebuttal—is the term imitation {mimesis), A term 
which meant for Plato removal from reality and distortion (at least when 
he applied the term to art) is manipulated by Aristotle to mean something 
apparently better than reality—though we may have difficulty in under¬ 
standing this. In more scientific contexts Aristotle seems to conceive the 
mimetic relation between practical art and nature as one of assistance in 
a teleological process. “Art imitates nature” {he techne mimeitai ten 
phusin). This statement occurs not in the Poetics but in the Meteorology 
(IV, 3) and refers to the help given to digestion by cookery. 4 Art gives 
nature a boost in her seeking of the goal. Again: “Every art and educa¬ 
tional discipline aims at filling out what nature leaves undone” {pasa gar 
techne kai paideia to prosleipon bouletai tes phuseos anapleroun — Poli¬ 
tics IV [VII], 17). Or again: “Art finishes the job when nature fails, or 
imitates the missing- parts” {he techne ta men epitelei ha he phusis 
adunatci apergasasthai y ta de mimeitai—Physics II, 8). To go a little fur¬ 
ther, art in having aims and working by a plan or idea, parallels the work 
of nature. Nature makes a horse; an artist makes a bed. 5 

It is not precisely these meanings, however, which explain what is 
meant'by the preliminary statements in the Poetics that the several arts 
such as music, dancing, painting, and poetry are all imitative. In the end 
one may decide to try for a synthesis of meanings, but primarily the term 
mimesis in the Poetics must be taken as referring not to some kind of aid 
or parallel to nature but to the making of a likeness or image of nature. 
An equivalent term is homoidma , one used instead of mimesis in an im¬ 
portant passage of the Politics (VIII, 5) which speaks of rhythm and 
melody as an imitation of passions. From certain allusions to portraiture 
and to other painting in the Poetics one might for a moment suppose 
that the Aristotelian concept of mimesis was of a very literal and external 
sort, something like the techne eikastike of Plato in the Sophist, On the 

3 Ch. XXIV. Cf. XXV: pros te gar ten poiesin hairetoteron pitbanon adunaton 
e apithanon kai dunaton. 

4 In the Socratic argument against verbal art (as we shall see, post Chapter 4 
p. 63), cookery is not an art at all, but a sophistical knack, the false counterpart 
of medicine. 

5 Cf. Metaphysics VII, 9. 
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other hand music and dancing too are counted in the Poetics (as in the 
Politics ) as rorms of imitation, and the peculiar object of poetic imitation 
is said in the Poetics to be “men in action,” their characters, passions, 
and deeds or experiences (ethe, pa the, praxeis ). 6 Aristotle, in short, means 
that poetic imitation is an imitation of inner human action. The word 
homoidma in the Politics seems to mean a very full imitation, an embodi¬ 
ment, or a “symbol,” as it might be called today, of “anger and gentle¬ 
ness . . . courage and temperance, and all the qualities contrary to 
these.” And it is noteworthy that the objects of no other senses, not even 
the objects of sight, are thought to share this directly emotive and moral 
quality. “Figures and colors are not imitations, but signs (semeia), of 
moral habits, indications which the body gives of states of feeling.” As, 
for example, when a person blushes or grows pale or grimaces. These 
remarks in the Politics may help to explain why at a few places in the 
Poetics Aristotle alludes to the dramatic element of opsis or spectacle in 
a slighting way, 7 as a matter of machinery and costuming rather than 
poetry, hardly a matter for criticism. Aristotle’s emphasis in the Poetics 
falls very clearly on the imitation in words of a sort of objects peculiarly 
suitable for that sort of imitation—namely, human action, passion, and 
character. 

Again, the possible objects of poetic imitation are said in the Poetics 
to be not only men as they are in real life, but men either better ( belti - 
onas) or worse than they are (ch. II)—and not only things as they were 
or are, but things as they ought to be (hoia einai dei ), or as they are said 
or thought to be (XXV). 

... if it be objected that the description is not true to fact, 
the poet may perhaps reply,—‘But the objects are as they ought 
to be’: just as Sophocles said that he drew men as they ought to 
be; Euripides, as they are.—XXV 

Again, it may be impossible that there should be men such as 
Zeuxis painted. ‘Yes,’ we say, ‘but the impossible is the higher 
thing ( beltion ); for the ideal type must surpass the reality.’ 

—XXV 

The term beltion (“better thing” or “higher reality”) is a part of Aris¬ 
totle’s general metaphysics of form, growth, direction, or ideal. “Na¬ 
ture,” he says in the treatise On the Parts of Animals (IV, io), “makes 
the best (to beltiston) of the materials at her disposal.” And in that On 
the Generation of Animals (I, 4): “Nature works either through me¬ 
chanical necessity (to anagkaion ) or through a drive toward the ideal 
(to beltion)” But what ideal, we might ask, is presented in the mimesis 

6 Poetics I—II. Cf. Problems XIX, 27: “Though it has no words, music neverthe¬ 
less has ethical character.” 

1 Poetics VI, VII, and XIV. 
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of poetry? Shall we be able through the conception of the ideal to show 
how poetry as an image is also an imitation in the sense, earlier defined, 
of a process auxiliary to nature? Shall we say that poetry (taken in the 
educational sense of the Politics) assists or parallels the forces of man’s 
moral nature by offering images of the ideal? If we do say this, we shall 
come very close to putting a didactic clause in our definition of poetry 
—closer than Aristotle himself seems to wish. But to say otherwise may 
terminate in another embarrassment, that of the circular definition. The 
expression hoia einai dei (“things as they ought to be”), says Butcher 
in his admirable commentary (p. 151), must be taken not in a moral but 
simply in an aesthetic sense. And with this he confirms the apparently 
tautological statement of Aristotle that the only artistic fault is to paint 
the animal inartistic ally. 


IV 

In a characteristic biological analogy Aristotle sums up the history of 
tragedy as a genre. 

Tragedy, having passed through many phases, reached its natu¬ 
ral form, and there it stopped.* 

The stages of growth in a single organism, from colt to horse, are par¬ 
alleled in the history of Greek drama from Dionysiac ritual dithyrambics 
to the tragedies of Sophocles—after which progress ceases. It is possible 
for the thinker of historical bent to make too much of the fact that 
Aristotle was an inductive observer and hence to be too confident in as¬ 
suming that Aristotle’s description a posteriori of what had been accom¬ 
plished in the Greek drama of the fifth century was without any impli¬ 
cation of value. 

Among the simplest norms one might propose for a play is that it 
should be of a certain size—not too long, so that the mind cannot enter¬ 
tain it (an animal a mile long could not be seen and so would scarcely 
be called beautiful), but on the other hand, not too short, so as to pre¬ 
clude certain internal relations. The play must in fact be of a certain 
magnitude ( ti 7 negethos)—because it must be of a certain structure and 
proportions. “Beauty depends on magnitude and order” (to gar kalon en 
megethei kai taxei estin—Poetics VII). 8 9 In a simpler and restrictive sense 

8 Poetics IV: pollas metabolas metabalousa he tragodia epausato epei esche ten 
autes phusin . 

9 CL Politics VII, 4: “Beauty is realized in number and magnitude. ... To the 
size of states there is a limit, as there is to other things, plants, animals, implements. 
. . . For example a ship which is only a span long will not be a ship at all, nor a 
ship a quarter of a mile long. ... In like manner a state when composed of too 
few is not. . . . self-sufficing; when of too many ... it is not a state, being almost 
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the action of a tragedy is not longer than one day (bupo niian periodon 
heliou). * 1 In the positive sense, of structure and magnitude, the action 
must be large enough to admit a change from evil to good or from good 
to evil (VII)—and, one might add, large enough to display both good 
and evil adequately. A “complex” action is better than a simple—“com¬ 
plex” being that which includes a peripeteia or sudden turn and, as the 
mechanism of this turn, an anagnorisis or recognition. It is characteristic 
of Aristotle’s thought that these terms, formal in one respect and linking 
closely with other more formal terms, are in another respect full of im¬ 
plications about the ideal content of tragedy, and in that connection we 
shall return to them in our next chapter. 

The terms peripeteia and anagnorisis and also the terms desis (compli¬ 
cation), vi eta basis (change of fortune—standing in a generic relation to 
peripeteia ), and lusis (unravelling or denouement) 2 may be looked on as 
variously intermediate between the sheerly formal and the contentual. 
The most purified formal terms which Aristotle uses are perhaps bolos 
and teleios; the action, he says, must be not only of a certain size but 
whole and complete. 3 The echo from the Physics is quite close. 

For thus we define the whole—that from which nothing is want¬ 
ing, as a whole man or a whole box. . . . “whole” and “com¬ 
plete” arc either quite identical or closely akin. Nothing is com¬ 
plete ( teleion ) which has no end ( telos) \ and the end is a limit. 

—Physics III, 6 

The discussion of the whole in the Poetics postulates the further formal 
conceptions of an end ( telente ), a beginning ( arcloe ), and a middle 
(meson). The interdependence of these three formal concepts and that 
of the whole is nicely stated in the Metaphysics: 

Of quanta that have a beginning and a middle and an end, those 
to which the position does not make a difference are called to¬ 
tals, and those to which it does, wholes. V, 26. 


incapable of constitutional government. For who can be the general of such a vast 
multitude, or who the herald, unless he have the voice of a Stentor.” In Metaphys¬ 
ics XIII, 3, beauty consists in symmetry, order, and proportion, and is illustrated by 
the mathematical sciences in a special degree. 

1 Poetics V. The phrase in the context refers clearly to internal length (plot) 
rather than to external length (duration), although a careless variation in meaning 
of viekos (size) in V, 4, and VII, 6 and a synonymous use of chronos (time) for 
one of the meanings have raised some doubt among the commentators. For the uni¬ 
ties of time and place, see also Chapter II, 3. 

2 Poetics XVIII. In Chapter XII occurs the more superficial distinction of the 
quantitative parts of a play: “Prologue, Episode, Exodos, Choric song; the last being 
divided into Parodos and Stasimon.” This is thought by some to be a non-Aristote¬ 
lian interpolation. 

3 Poetics VII. 


4 
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A beginning, says the Poetics , is that which requires nothing to have 
come before it; a middle is that which naturally follows something and 
precedes something else; an end is that something else. Abstract as the 
terms are, almost truistic as they may appear to us, the heirs of the whole 
Aristotelian tradition, they yet involve a certain richness of meaning, 
and they even raise a few problems. That which requires nothing to 
have come before it will of course not be found very patly in a drama. 
The beginning of any story is likely to concern a man or a family and 
hence to imply at least such antecedents as ancestors (who may or may 
not be mentioned in a prologue or retrospective narration). 4 The accept¬ 
able sense of the statement that a story must have a beginning would 
seem to be that the story must start more or less where its antecedents 
may be taken for granted, that is, where they are generic rather than 
specifically relevant. And this has a very special meaning with reference 
to the stock materials of Greek tragedy, the favorite stories of Thebes or 
the house of Atreus. These indeed, says Aristotle, are usually the best, 
because they have the advantage of having really happened and so must 
be at least probable. One may add—for it is an idea which readily follows 
—that these stories have the advantage of getting off to a fast start. A 
comic poet of Aristotle’s time complained: 

Your tragedian is altogether the most fortunate of poets. First 
his plot is familiar to the audience before a line is uttered—he 
need only give a reminder. If I just say “Oedipus,” they know 
all the rest: his father was Laius, his mother, Jocasta, the names 
of his sons and daughters, what he has done and what will hap¬ 
pen to him. . . . We comic playwrights have no such resources. 5 

It was in virtue of such a well-stocked tradition of fabulous fact that 
Horace could later give his classic advice about beginning with the siege 
of Troy, not with the birth of Helen and her sister and brothers ( nec 
gemini ab ovo, in viedias res). Yet the Horatian in medias res stands in 
a curiously oblique relation to Aristotle’s meson —which is an actual 
middle of a plot, not a beginning. And the paradox cannot be resolved 
if the Aristotelian terms are taken with chronologically complete and 
measured reference to the external world. 


V 

The terms beginning , middle , and end emphasize a specially close co¬ 
hesion of causes. Not everything that happens in the life of one man, 

4 Antecedent events introduced in this way are called by Aristotle ta exotben 
(externals) and arc considered as part of the desis (XVIII). , 

5 Antiphanes, Poiesis , fr. 191, quoted in Gilbert Norwood, Greek Comedy 
(London, 1931), p. 49 * 
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says Aristotle, can be included in one story. Without attempting to force 
what is mainly a verbal resemblance to the major, minor, and middle 
terms of the Aristotelian syllogism, one may yet turn to Aristotle’s Pos¬ 
terior Analytics for an instance of how the logic of deduction or the 
syllogism relates to inductive, or as one might say, dramatic reasoning. 

Quick wit is a faculty of hitting upon the middle term instan¬ 
taneously. It would be exemplified by a man who saw that the 
moon has her bright side always turned towards the sun, and 
quickly grasped the cause of this, namely that she borrows her 
light from him\ or observed somebody in conversation with a 
man of wealth and divined that he was borrowing money, or that 
the friendship of these people sprang from a common enmity. 

In all these instances he has seen the major and minor terms and 
then grasped the causes, the middle terms. 

—Posterior Analytics I, 34 

Aristotle proceeds to reduce the reasoning about the sun to syllogistic 
form somewhat as follows: 

The moon is lighted from the sun. (minor premise) 

That which is lighted from the sun has its bright side 
sunward, (major premise) 

Therefore: The moon has its bright side sunward. 

The syllogistic reduction we observe is a reversal of the actual experi¬ 
ence and act of learning. It is a reformation of a certain order derived 
from raw experience. One may draw a parallel: a man looks up at the 
moon and speculates how it comes to be so and so; a man witnesses the 
tragedy of Oedipus and speculates on its significance, the reasons why it 
should be so and so. One difference, between the astronomical act of 
learning and that which takes place in the presence of tragedy will be 
that in the latter we have what Aristotle considers not the demonstrably 
certain middle terms of a science but the probable terms of a practical 
art. From the play we could derive not strictly a “syllogism” but an 
“enthymeme,” a counterpart of the syllogism in the realm of proba¬ 
bility. 0 Another difference might be that the more complicated chain of 
events in a drama would yield not one but several middle terms, so that 
we should have the kind of chain of suspended syllogisms known as the 
Aristotelian sorites. Again, as it is characteristic of poetry to refrain from 
generalizations or from giving away any messages, we might expect not 
to find the major premise of our syllogism—though on the other hand 
Greek tragedy might provide an exception in that its choruses and fre¬ 
quent gnomic utterances serve a highly generalizing purpose. At any rate 
if we find a drama, let us say Oedipus the King by Sophocles (a play 

c Cf. post Chapter 4, p. 67, n. 5. 
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which Aristotle seems to regard as something like his ideal), 7 if we find 
this a coherent and orderly structure, we shall tend to carry away from 
it some dominant impression. And this might be reduced or depoetizcd, 
with great overemphasis on the element of generalization, somewhat 
as follows: 

Oedipus commits patricide and incest. 

He who commits patricide and incest is a criminal, brings a 
curse on his country, and is doomed to punishment. 

Therefore: Oedipus is a criminal, brings a curse on his country, 
and is doomed to punishment. 

The precise interpretation of the play which we embody in our syllo¬ 
gism is not essential to the general theory. Thfe reader may write in his 
own middle term or terms (corresponding to whatever he infers about 
the source of illumination in Oedipus). The point of emphasis here is 
the implicitly reasonable or consistent pattern, the inductive and imagi¬ 
native cohesion of the dramatic parts, beginning, middle, and end, and in 
turn the smaller parts of these. 

The kind of oneness implied not only in Aristotle’s general theory 
of organic form but in his theory of verbal mimesis is the oneness of a 
thing which has heterogeneous, interacting parts. The concept is illus¬ 
trated by a striking analogy in the Politics (II, 2): 

Is it not obvious that a state may at length attain such a degree 
of unity as to be no longer a state?—since the nature of a state is 
to be a plurality, and in tending to greater unity, from being a 
state, it becomes a family, and from being a family, an individ¬ 
ual. . . . Again, the state is not made up only of so many men, 
but of different kinds of men; for similars do not constitute a 
state. It is not like a military alliance. The usefulness of the latter 
depends upon its quantity . . . but the elements out of which a 
unity is to be formed differ in kind. 

“The parts of the action,” says the Poetics (VIII), “stand together.” 
Aristotle’s speculations begin with the observation of life, but they do 
not end in atomistic analysis. He sees the whole as more than the sum 
of its parts if only in that it includes the relations among the parts. 

To make a final application of these notions to the literary object, 
let us say that rightly understood Aristotle asks us to distinguish be¬ 
tween what is really a verbal object (a unity, a thing, and hence an 
analogue of substantial being) and what only pretends in certain super¬ 
ficial ways to be so. The unity of the verbal object is one which pene¬ 
trates to many levels* and one which requires the complement of all these 
7 See Poetics XI, XIII, XV, XVI, XXIV, XXVI. 
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levels—as perhaps Aristotle indicates in his list of the six elements of 
tragedv: muthos (plot), ethos (character), dianoia (thought)—these, he 
says, arc the “matter”; 8 lexis (diction), vielos (song)— these arc the “me¬ 
dium”; 8 opsis (spectacle)—this is the “manner.” 8 The integration of 
these six is not a thing to be lightly supposed, nor, for that matter, is 
the legitimacy of the triple distinction: matter, medium, manner—on 
these issues we shall have occasion to say more. For the moment we as¬ 
sume that the integration, which we discuss now mainly with reference 
4:0 plot, will in the fullness of fact include the other five elements. Let 
us put our stress for the moment upon the unity and reality of the play, 
as distinct from, but analogous to, that of objects in other areas of our 
experience. 

A sentence or phrase mav form a unity in two ways—cither as 
signifying one thing, or as consisting of several parts linked to¬ 
gether. Thus the Iliad is one by the linking together of parts, the 
definition of man bv the unity of the thing signified. 

—Poetics XX 

A passage in the Metaphysics (VII, 4) makes it clear, indeed, that the 
oneness of a thing signified, man, for instance, was for Aristotle a one¬ 
ness of greater metaphysical dignity than the oneness of verbal composi¬ 
tion. 

. . . we have a definition not where we have a word and a 
formula identical in meaning (for in that case all formulae or 
sets of words would be definitions; for there will be some name 
for any set of words whatever, so that even the Iliad will be a 
definition), but where there is a formula of something pri¬ 
mary. . . . 

Nevertheless, the unity of the verbal composition, “by the linking to¬ 
gether of parts,” has a worth of its own—quite different from that of 
the other kind of verbal unity, the more abstract unity of definition or 
statement. Oedipus the King is more than its title, and it is more than a 
certain number of scenes placed together under one title—just as an 
actual man is more than his name or his definition, and, within the world 
of physical substances, is more of a thing than a number of cardboard 
boxes wrapped together and identified with a label. The Oedipus has a 
far more cohesive actuality and substantiality than,, for instance, the 
entries for a year in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle or a chapter of Xeno¬ 
phon’s Anabasis . It has a great deal more than certain other Greek plays, 
notably than some by Euripides, a dramatist to whom Aristotle refers 

8 For rhe relation of these terms to the term “form” as that appears throughout 
this history, sec post Chapter 32, Epilogue, pp. 747-3. 
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with markedly less approval. The Andromache of Euripides, for example, 
falls in half (if not into smaller parts) and might easily be viewed as 
fragments of at least two unfinished plays stuck together by means of 
the title and certain other abstract indexes. Its unity is somewhat illusory. 
Oedipus , on the contrary, not only presents a certain unified and signifi¬ 
cant image of reality, but is itself a form of reality. 



CHAPTER 3 


ARISTOTLE: TRAGEDY 
AND COMEDY 


§ The tragic focus, definition of tragedy, catharsis — II. 
plot and character, spectacle, the ideal tragic hero — III. 
hamartia (three interpretations ), Aristotelian vs. Socratic 
ethics, good and bad luck, theological blunders, Oedipus— 
IV. peripeteia and anagnorisis as dramatic content — V. 
definition of comedy, comic catharsis, Old Coinedy and 
Neve, lampooning vs. general significance, label names, 
comic types in Aristotle's Ethics, Theophrastan Charac¬ 
ters, the comic universal, tragic and comic hamartia— VI. 
tragic and comic antinomies, importance of Aristotle's 
answer to Plato , a double concern for the universal, escape 
from both Thracian and Boeotian theory, AbbetBremond, 
mystery vs. criticism § 


W E HAVE BEEN USING THE TERM “TRAGEDY” ALMOST AS IF IT WERE 

synonymous with “poetry.” Aristotle does the same, or at least 
he devotes a large part of his Poetics, Chapters VI-XIX, to 
talking about tragedy. Not only had tragedy evolved, as we have seen, 
through several phases to its entclechy or full form, but this same evolu¬ 
tion was in a broader sense the evolution of poetry to its full form, which 
was no other than that of tragedy. Epic, which Aristotle treats in the last 
four chapters of the Poetics, had been a phase in the genesis of tragedy, it 
might be discussed in much the same terms, and—though this seems to 
have run contrary to the prevailing opinion—it was inferior to tragedy 
because less concentrated, less ideal. Dithyramb was a more recent rit¬ 
ual approach to tragedy, surviving in lyric and choral parts, which ought 
to be closely integrated with the action. The philosophy of lyric as such 
does not appear in the Poetics. The didactic is clearly not countenanced 
—the physics of Empedocles being adduced as an instance of what is 
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verse but not poetry. The literary genres as such make a post-Aristote¬ 
lian chapter of critical history. But it may be observed here that the dom¬ 
inance of one genre or another at different periods of critical history 
may strongly affect whole systems of criticism and may afford the in¬ 
sights through which they make their most permanent statements. The 
Aristotelian poetics is the poetics of the drama and especially of tragedy. 
We now quote the celebrated definition of tragedy from Chapter VI. 
Tragedy is:' 

an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a cer¬ 
tain magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of ar¬ 
tistic ornament, the several kinds being found in separate parts 
of the play; in the form of action, not of narrative; through pity 
and fear ( dP eleou kai pbobou) effecting the proper pur¬ 
gation ( katharsis ) of these emotions. 

One of the most debated clauses of this definition is the last, concerning 
catharsis. It will be noted that just as Aristotle is in the main intent on 
answering Plato in metaphysical terms—putting his poetic “universal” 
against Plato’s imitation of an imitation—so here he has thrown out a 
brief answer in emotive terms to Plato’s argument that poetry inflames 
the passions and weakens moral fiber. Perhaps Aristotle said more about 
catharsis in a lost second part of his Poetics . In the section of the Poli¬ 
tics on education there is a parallel statement about the benefit of music 
in working off emotions of religious frenzy. “When hereafter we treat 
of poetry,” he says, “we will treat the subject with more precision” ( Pol¬ 
itics V [VIII], 7). The exegetes of Aristotelian catharsis have chiefly de¬ 
voted their efforts to arguing the question whether the term “catharsis” 
is a medical, Hippocratic metaphor implying the purgation or expulsion 
of something harmful, the emotions themselves—or is a religious or 
moral metaphor, implying the purification or aesthetic depersonalization 
of our usually selfish emotions of pity and fear. (Various intermediate 
theories, of tempering or moderation, appeared in the late Renaissance, 
and will claim our attention in a later chapter.) The first or hygienic 
view, though cruder, appears to be what Aristotle meant—if we may 
judge from what he says of music in the Politics and from the usual syn¬ 
tax of the noun katharsis with an objective genitive of the harmful thing 
purged away (rather than of the other thing purified and retained), as 
in the phrase of Plato’s Phaedo , katharsis tis ton toiouton ponton (i.e. 
hedonon kai phobon ), x which may be Aristotle’s model. 2 The second or 

1 Phaedo 69: “Truth is in fact a kind of purgation of all such [pleasures and 
fears].” 

2 A third argument may be found in the fact that Aristotle’s Rhetoric (II, 5, 8) 
speaks of pity and fear as naturally related. This seems to tell against the view 
(Butcher, p. 265) that these emotions are specially brought together in tragedy so 
that they may purify each other of sentiment and selfishness. 


3 7 Aristotle: Tragedy and Comedy 

lustratory view is that adopted by Butcher in his influential essay. It con¬ 
nects* more readily with normal modern views about the dignity of the 
tragic experience and its enlargement of our souls; it is doubtless nearer 
not only to what most of us would like to say but to the truth. It has at 
least the advantage of making the enjoyment of tragedy occur while we 
are witnessing it, rather than in a sounder sleep when we get home, a re¬ 
lief after emotional orgy. But both views concern after all not what trag¬ 
edy says or what tragedy is so much as what tragedy may do to us; they 
lie rather in the realm of experimental psychology than in that of liter¬ 
ary criticism. They treat “pity and fear’* as a reference to something in 
the audience rather than to something (scenes or elements) in the play, 
“scenes of pity and fear,” as the phrase may justly be rendered. 


II 

Another question vigorously debated by the exegetes has concerned 
the statement ( Poetics VI) that the plot ( muthos ) is the soul and first 
principle ( arche kai psuche) of tragedy. A shift of interest to character 
as a thing somehow appearing apart from or prior to plot is associated 
historically with the rise of romantic criticism and the drama of soul- 
analysis through reverie and soliloquy. Today a rigorously minded clas¬ 
sical critic may write an essay 3 rebuking Shakespearian studies for over¬ 
looking a central Aristotelian principle and indulging too much in 
thoughts about Shakespeare’s characters. But in an earlier chapter of the 
Poetics Aristotle says that poetry imitates men not only in their actions 
but in their characters and feelings/ And he says too that ethos as well 
as muthos is one of the six elements of tragedy. One might be content 
to say that—whatever the possibly successful imbalances of character or 
of action in drama, and they are doubtless many—there can be no basic 
consideration of character and action separately. Or, one might say, plot 
without character is a puzzle, as in a detective story; character without 
plot is a series of conversations or soliloquies, as in some romantic closet 
dramas. “What is character but the determination of incident?” asks 
Henry James. “What is incident but the illustration of character?” “If a 
woman stands with her hand on a table and looks at me a certain way 
it is an incident.” 4 

Perhaps mot enough has ever been said about Aristotle’s slight re¬ 
gard for the sixth element of tragedy in his list, opsis y the optical part or 
spectacle. Mere scene-shifting, he considers it, and scarcely a concern of 

3 E. E. Stoll, “Poetry and the Passions: An Aftermath” PMLA , LV (Dec¬ 
ember, 1940), 979-92. 

4 Henry James, The Art of Fiction, ed. L. N. Richardson (New York, 1941), 

p. 86. 
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criticism. 5 He seems to concur in Plato’s disapproval of animal mimicry 
and artificial thunder claps (Republic III, 396) and is thus the second 
critic of antiquity to take up the long fight by men of good sense against 
the usurpation of the stage by vaudeville, operatic diversions, and slap¬ 
stick—“Catos long wig” and “Flowered gown,” Pinkie and the chicken 
swallowed whole. It is better,—says Aristotle, “to depend on an artistic 
handling of the story.” We ought to get the effect from simply hearing 
(or reading). This may be an armchair view and rather extreme—but it 
has the advantage of stressing the verbal and poetic element of drama, 
that which is most stable and permanently eligible for criticism. 

In our last chapter we have considered to beltion , or the ideal aim 
of nature’s working in the Aristotelian scheme of universal, as that aim 
is reflected or paralleled in the human work, the poem, taken as itself a 
structural entity. It is more difficult—though equally important—to con¬ 
sider how the Aristotelian ideal may relate to nature as an object which 
the poem represents or imitates. Perhaps Aristotle meant, in an affective 
sense, that poetry helps our nature towards its norm (catharsis aids na¬ 
ture’s ethical purposes as cooking aids digestion). And he does seem to 
say that nature as imitated in poems is chosen with some kind of refer¬ 
ence to ethical values. But this reference, whatever it may be, scarcely 
seems to be the same thing as measurement by an ethical norm. 

Tragic poetry, says Aristotle, may represent men as better than they 
are, or as they are. Sophocles represented them as better; Euripides, as 
they are. Poetry, he says again, defending tales of the marvellous against 
literalistic criticism, may even plead that it is giving us things as they 
are said to be or as they are thought to be. So far as rewards and punish¬ 
ments are concerned—and they are a great concern in tragedy—distribu¬ 
tive justice, to each according to his desert, is a weak dramatic form, a 
concession to the audience. It appears in comedy. Another weak form 
is that which only shows the villain suffering an appropriate downfall. 
It is difficult to entertain any very intense feelings about such an out¬ 
come. 

The moral bent of the theory comes out more distinctly in the ex¬ 
clusion of two other cases, that where the virtuous man suffers adversity 
(this produces only shock —to vriaron ), or that where the villain pros¬ 
pers (this is against our moral sense or human feeling —to philant lord- 
pon). Tragedy appears in the nicely balanced and complicated instance 
where a man of strong character—and of eminent worldly position, like 

5 Poetics VI. We have already noticed {ante Chapter 2, p. 27) the opinion ex¬ 
pressed in the Politics that the objects of vision, color, and figure, have a much 
weaker claim than music to serve as symbols of ethical experience. In a passage near 
the beginning of the Poetics (Ch. IV) concerning the pleasure we experience in 
recognizing the picture of a person we know, the emphasis seems to be on the uni¬ 
versality of the mimetic pleasure: it occurs even in such a simple instance as that 
of portraiture. 
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Oedipus or Thyestes—suffers downfall as a result of some error (dr 
hamartian tina, dr hamartian megalen). And yet he is undeserving 
(anaxios) of so great a downfall (so we may pity him); and he is a man 
much like ourselves ( loomoios ), so we may experience fear at the spec¬ 
tacle of his downfall. 0 


Ill 

A large difference of opinion about Greek tragedy may be epito¬ 
mized in a difference about the term hamartia. Etymologically, this 
means the missing of a mark with bow and arrow, an unskillful but not 
morally culpable act. And according to one school of thought hamartia 
in Greek drama is mainly an accent upon a larger tragedy of fate, man’s 
larger suffering, unpredictably and without measure, at the hands of the 
gods, and man’s stoic endurance. 6 7 

As flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods; 

They kill us for their sport. 

But the term may also be thought to have implications of moral respon¬ 
sibility (it means sin in the Greek of the New Testament). And accord¬ 
ing to another school, hamartia is the crux of a deeply moral (and even 
Christian) kind of tragedy, the story of man’s culpable weakness and 
his due punishment. Classic Greek literature, from Homer to the trag¬ 
edians, is full of human character and will engaged in responsible action. 
Even Antigone, when she hangs herself in the sealed cave, does not elude 
the criterion. Imagine in the same predicament the much-enduring 
Odysseus—or remember his courageous and ingenious tactics when a 
prisoner in the cave of the Cyclops. 8 

But again another, though a somewhat more difficult, notion is pos¬ 
sible—one which may do more justice to the uneasy tension between 
willing and knowing observable in some Greek plays, notably in Oedipus 
the King , and may at the same time be more consonant with the hints 
of Aristotle when the latter are taken in relation to the main tenor of 
his thought. Error arises only through ignorance, Socrates had argued 
again and again, and most eloquently in the Protagoras (352). It is not 

6 In another chapter of the Poetics , XV, the tragic character must be good 
( chreston) y appropriate (harmotton) , true to life (homoion) y and consistent ( hoina - 
Ion). The second, third, and fourth, if they may be distinguished, make the classical 
doctrine of character decorum. Cf. post Chapter 5. 

7 Seymour Al. Pitcher, “Aristotle’s Good and Just Heroes,” PQ , XXIV (January, 
1945), i-ii; (April, 1945), 190-1; C. M. Bowra, Sophoclean Tragedy (Oxford, 1944), 
Ch. V. 

8 Lane Cooper, Aristotelian Papers (Ithaca, 1939), “The Villain as Hero”; and 
“ < Afiaprla Again—AND AGAIN,” The Classical Journal , XLII 1 (October, 1947)1 
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really possible to know what is correct and to do otherwise. But the psy¬ 
chology of Aristotle’s Ethics is more complicated. Concerned, as so 
often, to rebut or to qualify the view of Plato or Socrates, he argues in 
Book VII of the Nicomachean Ethics: 

Now we may ask . . . how a man who judges rightly can be¬ 
have incontinently. That he should behave so when he has 
knowledge, some say is impossible; for it would be strange—so 
Socrates thought—if when knowledge was in a man something 
else could master it and drag it about like a slave. For Socrates 
was entirely opposed to the view in question, holding that there 
is no such thing as incontinence; no one, he said, when he 
judges acts against what he judges best—people act so only by 
reason of ignorance. Now this view plainly contradicts the ob¬ 
served facts, and we must inquire about what happens to such 
a man. * . . 

.... since there are two kinds of premises, there is nothing to 
prevent a man’s having both premises and acting against his 
knowledge, provided that he is using only the universal premise 
and not the particular; for it is particular acts that have to be 
done. ... 

But now this is just the condition of men under the influence of 
passion; for outbursts of anger and sexual appetites and some 
other such passions, it is evident, actually alter our bodily con¬ 
dition, and in some men even produce fits of madness. It is 
plain, then, that incontinent people must be said to be in a simi¬ 
lar condition to men asleep, mad, or drunk.—VII, 2-3 

Somehow or other, experience teaches us, it is possible to know the bet¬ 
ter and do the worse. ( Video meliora , proboque. Deteriora sequor.y But 
the degrees of responsibility may be very elusive of definition. 

Now when (1) the injury takes place contrary to reasonable 
expectation, it is a misadventure (atuchema). When (2) it is not 
contrary to reasonable expectation, but does not imply vice, it * 
is a mistake (hamartema ) (for a man makes a mistake ( hamar - 
ianei) when the fault originates in him, but is the victim of ac¬ 
cident when the origin lies outside him). When (3) he acts with 
knowledge but not after deliberation, it is an act of injustice 
(adikema )—e.g. the acts due to anger or to other passions nec¬ 
essary or natural to man; for when men do such harmful and 
mistaken acts ( blaptontes kai hamartanontes) they act unjustly, 
and the acts are acts of injustice, but this does not imply that 
the doers are unjust or wicked; for the injury is not due to 

• Ovid, Metamorphoses VII, 20. 
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vice ( mochtheria ). But when (4) a man acts from choice, he is 
an unjust man and a vicious man.— Ethics V, 8 

A close affinity between (3) in this list, the act of passion, and (2), the 
act of culpable negligence, is further suggested in the continuation of 
the passage quoted just above from Book VII. 

. . . incontinence ... is blamed not only as a fault ( hamartia ) 
but as a kind of vice (kakia ). 1 VII, 4 

In yet another passage ( Ethics III, 1) even rooted and wicked ignorance, 
(4) in the list above, is alluded to as hamartia . Hantartia (error) and its 
concrete equivalent hamartema (an erroneous act) and the cognate verb 
heemananein seem to connote an area of senses shading in from a peri¬ 
phery of vice and passion to a center of rash and culpable negligence. 2 
Both V, 8 and III, 1 of the Ethics include very helpful descriptions of 
the latter. 

. . . those done in ignorance are mistakes (hamartemata ) when 
the person acted on, the act, the instrument, or the end that will 
be attained is other than the agent supposed; the agent thought 
cither that he was. not hitting anyone or that he was not hitting 
with this missile or not hitting this person or to this end, but a 
result followed other than that which he thought likely (e.g., 
he threw not with intent to wound but only to prick), or the 
person hit or the missile was other than he supposed.—V, 8 

A man may be ignorant, then, of who he is, what he is doing, 
what or whom he is acting on . . . and to what end (e.g. he 
may think his act will conduce to someone’s safety). ... of 
what a man is doing he might be ignorant; as for instance peo¬ 
ple say, “it slipped out of their mouths as they were speaking,” 
or “they did not know it was a secret,” as Aeschylus said of the 
mysteries, or a man might say he “let it go off when he merely 
wanted to show its working,” as the man did with the catapult. 
Again, one might think one’s son was an enemy, as Merope did, 

. or that a pointed spear had a button on it, or that a stone was 
pumice-stone; or one might give a man a draught to save, and 
really kill him; or one might want to touch a man, as people do 
in sparring, and really wound him.—III, 1 

Or—if we may take a very slight liberty of interpolation—one might meet 
an old man and his retinue at a cross-roads, fall into an altercation, and 

1 Kakia seems to be approximately equivalent to the mochtheria (vice) men¬ 
tioned in Ethics V, 8 and distinguished from hamartia in Poetics XIII. 

2 Butcher, pp. 320-1, points out a passage in Oedipus at Colonus, 11 .966 ff^ where 
hamartia and hamartanem shift in successive lines from the connotation of the volun¬ 
tary to that of the involuntary. 






Literary Criticism: A Short History 42 

end by killing them all—and one might be ignorant that the old man was 
one’s father. Or one might serve the people of a foreign state by solving 
a riddle and one might be rewarded with the hand of their queen—and 
one might be ignorant that the queen was one’s mother. “The doing of 
an act that is called involuntary in virtue of ignorance of this sort,” says 
the Ethics (III, 1), “must be painful and involve repentance.” It is upon 
“ignorance of particulars” that “pity and pardon depend.” 3 

The matter in question may be even further illustrated by another 
Aristotelian distinction, that made in the Physics between what he called 
the spontaneous (the mechanically determined natural event) and chance 
(the stroke of good or evil fortune). 

Chance ( tuche ) and what results from chance are appropriate 
to agents that are capable of good fortune and of moral action 
generally. Therefore necessarily chance is in the sphere of 
moral actions. This is indicated by the fact that good fortune 
(eutuchia ) is thought to be the same, or nearly the same, as 
happiness, and happiness to be a kind of moral action, since it is 
well-doing. 

. . . spontaneous events ( hosa apo ton automaton) arc said to 
be “from chance” if they have the further characteristics of be¬ 
ing the objects of deliberate intention and due to agents capable 
of that mode of action.— Physics II, 6 

The moral application is developed in passages of the Rhetoric concern¬ 
ing the psychology of praise and blame. 

Since praise is founded on actions, and acting according to 
moral purpose is characteristic of the worthy man, we must 
endeavour to show that a man is acting in that manner, and it 
is useful that it should appear that he has done so on several oc¬ 
casions. For this reason also one must assume that accidents and 
strokes of good fortune are due to moral purpose; for if a num¬ 
ber of similar examples can be adduced, they will be thought to 
be signs of virtue and moral purpose.—I, 9 4 

3 Another class of actions treated in Aristotle’s Ethics (III, i) as perhaps invol¬ 
untary are those “done from fear of greater evils or for some noble object.” One 
might perform such an action, for example, “if a tyrant were to order one to do 
something base, having one’s parents and children in his power, and if one did the 
action they were to be saved, but otherwise woufd be put to death.” The concept 
of the involuntary defined here, though it does not seem to be central to the ha- 
martia discussed in the Poetics and Ethics , would be clearly available in discussing 
such a tragic fault as Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphigcnia to gain a favoring wind 
for the expedition against Troy. 

4 Passages of Aristotle’s Rhetoric quoted in this chapter and the following are 
reprinted by permission of the publishers from Aristotle ... The “Art” of Rhetoric , 
translated by John Henry Freese, The Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1939* 
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Or, as the poet Simonides had already put it: 

... a man . . . cannot but be evil if he be overtaken by hope¬ 
less calamity; for any man is good in good fortune and bad in 
bad, and take it all in all, they are best who are loved by the 
gods. 5 

Fortes fortuna juvat. God helps him that helps himself. The darker side 
of this wisdom has perhaps always been the one more likely to receive 
literary treatment, even though the treatment may be comic. Chekhov’s 
Cherry Orchard, for instance, provides a diminished figure from Greek 
tragedy in the melancholy, unlovable, and unlucky philosopher servant 
Epihodof, whose “Twenty Misfortunes a Day” (if he opens a door, the 
knob comes off in his hand; if he plays billiards, he rips the cloth) are 
clearly a part of his miserable character. In Greek thought what we en¬ 
counter is no doubt a primitive notion of Providence: If the gods super¬ 
intend all things, then both good and bad luck must somehow be their 
doing, and for sufficient reason. A modern version will be psychological 
—a Freudian theory of unconsciously deliberate slips, cultivated bad 
luck, accident-prone persons. 6 

To be responsible for mistakes which are partly unavoidable is bad 
enough in any area of human activity—it must be worst, and over¬ 
whelming, when the area is that of man’s relation to the supernatural. 
An Ancient Mariner shoots a friendly albatross with his crossbow 
{hamartia by hitting the mark) and brings down an appalling punish¬ 
ment on himself and on all his shipmates. When an elderly female novel¬ 
ist complained to Coleridge that the poem did not have any moral, he 
answered that in his opinion it had “too much.” And he went on to say 
that it should have been altogether without moral like the Arabian Nights 
story of the merchant who threw date shells down a well putting out, by 
ill luck, the eye of a genie’s son. The genie rose from the well and claimed 
in retaliation the merchant’s life. 

It is in this department of man’s blundering, that which is com¬ 
mitted against the supernatural and is hence boundless in its import and 
consequences—that we shall have to place the hamartia of Aristotle’s 
ideal Greek tragedy, Oedipus the King . In the partly analogous Hebrew 
tragedy of Job, the meaning announced at the end by the Voice from 
the Whirlwind is that Job’s sufferings have not been strictly determined 
by the extent of his own sins. The same meaning is implicit in the Oedi¬ 
pus, but the tilt of the emphasis is toward a responsibility, which though 
it could never have been satisfactorily discharged, Oedipus was yet not 

5 “Eulogy to Scopas,” in Lyra Graeca, trans. J. M. Edmonds (London: Loeb 
Classical Library, 1924), vol. II, fr. 19. The fragment is preserved in the Protagoras 
of Plato, 339, 347. 

0 See Freud, The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, trans. A. A. Brill (New 
York, 1914). 
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free to evade. If on the one hand Oedipus is predestined to destruction, 
on the other hand, the particular time, features, and fullness of his suffer¬ 
ing are determined ironically by the kind of militant scepticism which 
he shares with his mother, and by his own violent efforts to get free. 
The rashness which may be traced in his early actions—the flight from 
•Corinth and the murder of Laius—only prefigures the hasty, ill-tem¬ 
pered, and irreverent steps of his inquisition on the day of downfall. 7 


IV 

-We have talked in our last chapter about Aristotle’s theory of poetry 
as a theory of poetic form. But it is a theory of form only in the sense 
by which form has plenary implications for what may be thought of, 
from another point of view, as poetic content. Two precise and techni¬ 
cal Aristotelian concepts, already mentioned briefly in our last chapter, 
serve very well to show the interdependence of the two sides of the the¬ 
ory. Peripeteia (sudden reversal) and anagnorisis (recognition) are the 
pivots of the complex action ( peplegmene praxis) preferred by Aris¬ 
totle; they are a formal necessity in the well-developed whole of a cer¬ 
tain size, the action with beginning, middle, and end, where good and 
evil are adequately set against each other. At the same time, peripeteia 
and anagnorisis are key incidents in the serious story ( vrathos ) of the 
upright protagonist, his hamartia , and his suffering. Peripeteia is an acute 
form of metabasis or change from good to bad. In the light of Aris¬ 
totle’s examples (the messenger from Corinth comes to cheer Oedipus 
but clinches the revelation of horror; Danaus leads off Lynceus for the 
purpose of executing him but is himself executed—) it would seem that 
peripeteia means something very much like a reversal of expectation or 
frustration of purpose, an “unexpected catastrophe resulting from a deed 
unwittingly done.” 8 9 Peripeteia , says one classical scholar, is a kind of 
irony of action. Irony of words, so frequent also in Greek tragedy and 
so telling, occurs “when words, are caught up by circumstances and 
charged with a fuller meaning than the speaker meant.” Irony of action 
occurs when “deeds are caught up out of an agent’s grasp and charged 
with a meaning the very opposite” of what was meant. 0 Anagnorisis , 
when used, as it may be, in close junction with peripeteia , is the hero’s 
realization of the truth, the full meaning of the deed done in error. There 

7 For a detailed exposition of the play as a “critique of rationalism,” see Cleanth 
Brooks and Robert B. Heilman, Understanding Drama (New York, 1948), pp. 573 ff. 

8 Atkins, I, 91; F. L. Lucas, “The Reverse of Aristotle,” Classical Review , 
XXXVII (1923), 98-104; and his Tragedy in Relation to Aristotle's “ Poetics” 
(London, 1928), pp. 9* ff. 

9 Atkins, I, 92; W. Lock, “The Use of **«pcWreia in Aristotle’s Poetics” Classical 
Review , IX (1895), 251-3. 
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are six kinds, says Aristotle, of which the most effective is not that of 
the scar discovered in the bath (as on the return of Odysseus to Ithaca) 
or that deliberately contrived by one of the characters (as when Orestes 
makes himself known to Iphigenia) but that which grows naturally from 
the very workings of the plot—and the example is that of the messenger 
in Oedipus . Peripeteia and anagnorisis , we suggest, are but the due de¬ 
velopments and complements of bccmartia; they are the surprising, but 
natural, aftermath of the partly responsible act of error. The reversal, 
says Aristotle, should follow its antecedents in a way that is probable or 
necessary—but it is much better if the way is also surprising. If there 
were no surprise—that is, if the downfall were clearly predictable or ac¬ 
ceptable from the start as the only plausible outcome of the protago¬ 
nist’s fault—we should have not baniartia as it may be accurately con¬ 
ceived, but the fully vicious act of the villain. Peripeteia and anagnorisis 
are requirements for the action of a certain magnitude—an action large 
enough to exhibit the development of a character through confidence, 
error, recognition and suffering. These two technicalities are specifica¬ 
tions for the kind of moral consequence, crossed by surprise, which 
makes the cohesive beginning, middle, and end, the whole and unity of 
Aristotle’s formal theory. “It may perhaps be,” said a later Greek writer 
in the Aristotelian vein, “that nature has a liking for contraries and 
evolves harmony out of them and not out of similarities. . . . The arts 
. . . apparently imitate nature in this respect.” 1 


V 

What of comedy? Opposite and complement of tragedy, the other 
half of Greek drama, it is so different a half, and may seem in its marked 
physical response of laughter so different from all the rest of poetry 
as to resist being assimilated into any general poetics either of form or 
of content. Like catharsis, comedy is a topic upon which Aristotle may 
have said more in a second part of his Poetics . 2 It is a topic to which he 
refers several times in the extant part of the Poetics , but rather casually, 
as if comedy were a minor genre, a reverse or grotesque of serious po¬ 
etry. This was the kind of poetry that would deal with men as worse 
than they are (II) or at least as uglier than they are. Plato in the Philebus 
(48-50) had thought the comic response a kind of malicious joy or emo¬ 
tion of self-enhancement at the spectacle of obnoxious characters (those 
who in real life could hurt us) made innocuous on the stage. Aristotle, 
with a more kindly insight, is concerned about the pain which those who 

Mundo , Chapter 5 (trans. E. S. Forster [Oxford, 1914], 396*). 

2 Cf. Rhetoric III, 18; I, 11; Poetics VI. 
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exhibit deformities may themselves be imagined to suffer or not to suffer. 
The well-known definition runs as follows: 

Comedy is, as we have said, an imitation of characters of a 
lower type,—not, however, in the full sense of the word bad, 
the ludicrous (to geloion) being merely a subdivision of the 
ugly (to aischron ). It consists of some defect (hamartema) or 
ugliness which is not painful (anodimori) and not destructive 3 
(ou phthartikon) . To take an obvious example, the comic mask 
(to geloion prosopon) is ugly and distorted, but does not imply 
pain.—V 

A recently too much celebrated document, the Tractatus Coislinianus, 4 
a late peripatetic deductive parallel to the chapters of the Poetics on 
tragedy, adds to our definition a cathartic clause. 

Comedy is an imitation of an action that is ludicrous and im¬ 
perfect . . . through pleasure and laughter effecting the purga¬ 
tion of the like emotions. 

This seems a plausible guess. It is supported by our finding in Aristotle’s 
Ethics (X, 6) the thesis that happiness consists not in amusement but 
in rational activity, and by the fact that both Plato and Aristotle include 
laughter among the politically dangerous emotions. Plato in both the Re¬ 
public (III, 388-395) and Laws (VII, 816-17; XI, 934-6) looks on the 
act of comic mimesis as a dangerous contagion; he would man the comic 
stage with slaves and hired strangers. Aristotle remarks in his Politics 
(VII, 7) that “the legislator should not allow youth to be spectators of 
iambi or of comedy until they are of an age to sit at the public tables or 
to drink strong wine.” 5 This kind of catharsis for comedy would be 
homeopathic (the purging of laughter by working it off) and would be 
neatly symmetrical with Aristotle’s answer to Plato concerning the 
tragic catharsis. At the same time, it is at least possible to construct an¬ 
other theory of comic catharsis along lines suggested in Plato’s Philebus , 
where, as we have noted, laughter is release from the mental pain of 
envy, and in a passage of Aristotle’s Rhetoric (II, 3) asserting that “We 

8 The example of the comic mask which follows seems to refute those who 
would translate this “destructive to others.” 

4 Called so from the De Coislin Collection in the Bibliotheque Nationale at 
Paris, from which it was printed by J. A. Cramer in his Anecdota Graeca in 1839* 
The manuscript is of the tenth century aj>.; the contents date apparently from 
about the first century b.c. See Lane Cooper, An Aristotelian Theory of Comedy 
(New York, 1922), p. 10. 

5 Among the “Characters” of Aristotle’s successor Theophrastus is the Ruffian 
or Reckless Man who “is not ashamed, even while sober, to exhibit himself in the 
lascivious dance, or to play a part in comedy unmasked.” For a recent exposition 
of this .view of comic catharsis, see J. C. Ransom, The World's Body (New York, 
1938), “The Cathartic Principle,” pp. 188-9. 
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are placable when we are in a condition opposed to angry feeling, for 
example, at a time of sport or laughter or festivity.” 0 But this would be 
allopathic catharsis and not symmetrical with the tragic. The present 
writers are content to leave this problem where it stands. 

A more specifically critical problem is posed in the Poetics by a 
series of statements in which Aristotle draws a comparison between the 
“Old,” lampooning, or Aristophanic comedy (for the sake of conveni¬ 
ence it may be said to have ended with the Athenian downfall of 404) 
and the “New” or Menandrian comedy (dating after the conquest by 
the Macedonians in 338). Tragedy had originated in Dionysiac ritual 
dithyrambics; comedy had originated with the leaders of phallic songs 
in the komoi or village Dionysiac revels (IV). Back of each at another 
remove stood Homer. 

Homer . . . first laid down the main lines of Comedy, by dram¬ 
atizing the ludicrous instead of writing personal satire. His Mar- 
gites bears the same relation to Comedy that the Iliad and 
Odyssey do to Tragedy. . . . lampooners became writers of 
Comedy, and the Epic poets were succeeded by Tragedians. 

—IV 

Lampoon, however, seems to have been a deviation from Homer in the 
wrong direction toward personality; lampoon was not all it should be. 

As for the plot, it came originally from Sicily; but of Athenian 
writers Crates was the first who, abandoning the “iambic” or 
lampooning form, generalized his themes and plots.—V 

In comedy . . . the poet first constructs the plot on the lines of 
probability, and then inserts characteristic names;—unlike the 
lampooners who write about particular individuals.—IX 

Aristotle’s conception of comedy seems even better satisfied by later 
Hellenistic new comedy and the Roman translations of Terence and 
Plautus than by the sentimental intrigues found actually in the Middle 
Comedy and the New Comedy of his own day. It may seem rash to 
say 7 that he did not appreciate the hilarity of the older lampooning 
comedy. But at least he must have thought comedy had been moving in 
the right direction. His remarks about comedy are better illustrated by 
almost any play of Plautus than by the masterpieces of Aristophanes. 

In tragedy, he says, the poet took the already legendary name and 
rewrote the already known story around it. In comedy he took “char¬ 
acteristic” names ( ou ta tuchonta onomata). The phrase is an emendation 
by Butcher, but seems eminently plausible. The plays of Plautus and 
Terence and the fragments and titles of Greek New Comedy and Mid- 

0 Lane Cooper, op . cit. y pp. 66-70. 

7 With Butcher, p. *80. 
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die Comedy yield a large and various collection of label names 8 —racial 
names of slaves, like Cario or Synis , type names like Mo?iotropos (Her¬ 
mit) or Polypragpnon (Busybody), compound suggestions like Philo - 
comasium (Village Revel Girl), Artotrogus (Breadnibbler), Pcnnphile 
(All-dear), or the monstrosity Pyrgopolynices (Conqueror of Towered 
Cities). Such names illustrate in a nicely definable and tabloid form a 
difficult poetic choice, that between naturalism (truth to life) and signifi¬ 
cance. Shall a playwright sacrifice reality for the easy symbolism of the 
label name, or shall he sacrifice significance for the convincing realism of 
a name which is as pointless as most of those in real life? Or shall he es¬ 
cape the dilemma by using a common noun, a “citizen,” a “tapster,” a 
“slave,” a “messenger,” or a “soldier,” a “1st man in blue serge,” a “2nd 
man in blue serge” (the names of minor dramatic characters from Aes¬ 
chylus to our own day) ? 

Both Greek comedy and Greek tragedy decided mainly for the sig¬ 
nificant name, that of the type or that of the known historic person, 
the difference between the two being a part of the difference between 
the meaning of the comic character and that of the tragic. In the Ethics 
of Aristotle virtue is reasonable activity along a line of moderation, on 
both sides of which are the vices of extremity. A slant toward comic 
theory is quite pronounced in the description (IV, 8; II, 7) of the taste¬ 
ful or ready-witted gentleman joker ( eutrapelos) 9 and the extremes be¬ 
tween which he stands, the uncultivated boor, an enemy of jokes 
(agroikos), and the buffoon ( bomolochos ), who tries to be funny at 
all costs. One may see the difference between good and bad taste in wit, 
says Aristotle, “in the old and the new 1 comedies; to the authors of the 
former indecency ( aischrologia) of language was amusing; to those of 
the latter innuendo ( huponoia) 2 is more so.” Again, we encounter (IV, 
7) the admirably mock-modest or Socratic man ( eiron ) and his anti¬ 
types the humbug, he who assumes modesty about trifles, and the 
boaster ( alazon ), obvious precursor of the Hellenistic Alazon and the 
Plautine Miles Gloriosus. 3 But if comedy deals with inferior examples of 
humanity, how, one may wonder, is the ironist, a near neighbor of the 

8 The term “charactonym” has been recently suggested to fill a kind of gap in 
English critical vocabulary (Thomas E. Berry, in Word Study , XXV, December, 
1949 , 1). 

The plays of Plautus contain more of these significant names than of the op¬ 
posite kind. 

°Cf. Rhetoric II, 12, wit ( eutrapelia ) as “cultured insolence.” 

1 1 .e., Middle. 

2 The Tractatus Coislinianus uses the terms loidoria and emphasis for the same 
contrast. 

3 The buffoon, the ironist, and the boaster are named as specific comic types 
in the Tractatus Coislinianus . A near equivalence between eironeia and huponoia is 
indicated in a passage of the Rhetoric (III, 18), where the gentleman, or ironist, who 
jokes to amuse himself, is set against the buffoon ( bomolochos again), who tries too 
hard to amuse others. 
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truthful mean, to be taken as a comic type? How is huponoia , the con¬ 
versational style of the gentleman, to be associated with “New Comedy” 
or with any form of comedy at all? The answer is perhaps not explicit 
in ancient documents but may be suggested in the speculation that com¬ 
edy has always required in addition to its gulls and butts such critical 
agents as the clever slave and planner, the gentleman commentator and 
wit. It might almost be a definition of a certain more sophisticated kind 
of comedy to say that it arises from the opposition of mixed characters 
or sets of mixed characters, composites who serve reciprocally as butts 
and critics. 

Aristotle treats virtues no less than vices as clearly conceptualized 
types, but he has a tendency to sec the vices more vividly. The tendency 
is continued and accentuated by his pupil and successor Theophrastus, 
in whose Characters 1 we find such contrasting pairs as the obsequious 
man ( areskos) and the surly ( authades ), the boaster ( alazon ) and the 
mock-modest ( eiron ), and with these such companions in unattractive- 
ncss as the loquacious and the garrulous, the flatterer and the complai¬ 
sant, the penurious, the avaricious, and the mean. Theophrastus gives us 
a nosology, a gallery of nasty persons. Greek ethical theory and comic 
theory are strongly alike in finding vice, much more than virtue, sus¬ 
ceptible of fixed portraiture. The names of six out of the thirty Theo- 
phrastan Characters are the same as titles of lost plays by Menander. 5 
And Menander is said to have been the pupil of Theophrastus. 

These correlations between vice and comedy may be taken as the 
reverse of the truth that virtue is not only a mean but a course of con¬ 
duct which requires such positive qualities as strength of purpose and 
courage, and which is best seen in a dynamic form, in motion toward an 
object. The comically evil character stands still, despite wamihgs and 
punishments, and his “sufficient destiny” is simply to go on revealing 
himself.* “Greek tragedy . . .” says Butcher, “combines in one harmo¬ 
nious representation the individual and the universal. Whereas comedy 
tends to merge the individual in the type, tragedy manifests the type 
through the individual” (p. 388). This may not be so easy a distinction 
as it sounds. But at least we can say that in tragedy we start with a known 
individual, Oedipus or Agamemnon, and see what he comes to—at what 
being and meaning he arrives through a certain development. In comedy 
(or at least in Greek New Comedy) we start, on the other hand, with 
the defined meaning, and it remains defined or fixed. We only more or 
less fill it out with examples. (It is a mechanism which we employ to- 

4 kthikoi cbaraktereSj they were called by Diogenes Laertius, the earliest 
extant writer of antiquity to refer to them. See The Characters of Theophrastus, 
trans. R. C. Jebb (London, 1870). 

5 Menander, cd. F. G. Allinson (London: Loeb Classical Library, 1921), p. xiii. 
Cf. Butcher, pp. 377-9- 

6 Cf. Maynard Mack, ed. Joseph Andrews (New York, 1948), pp. xiii-xiv. 
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ward sonic more complex overall end.) And this is partly because, just 
as Aristotle says, comedy deals with the inferior—and hence with a kind 
of human character which may at least be supposed to occur very 
readily in everyday life. The Aristotelian notion of the tragic protagonist 
as king or at least as man of eminence was complemented more ex¬ 
plicitly, with an opposite notion for comedy, per ps by Aristotle him¬ 
self in a lost dialogue On Poets, perhaps by his pupil Theophrastus, 7 
certainly by later theorists. “Imitatio vitae,” Cicero was to call comedy, 
“speculum consuetudinis, imago veritatis.” 8 

Tragedy and comedy show different, though understandably differ¬ 
ent, relations to the Aristotelian universal. One hinge of this unity and 
difference is hennartia . (The nearly synonymous hamartoma is the name 
of the comic flaw in Aristotle’s definition of comedy.) Tragedy takes 
havmrtia literally but magnifies its punishment—and is thus fearful and 
pitiful. Comedy distorts hennartia by caricature, reduces punishment to 
discomfiture and mortification, and is thus ridiculous. The victorious gen¬ 
eral Agamemnon returns to Argos with the captive princess Cassandra; 
Pyrgopolynices, the braggart captain, arrives at Ephesus with the cap¬ 
tured slave girl Philocomasium. In the second half of the Miles Gloriosus , 
when Pyrgopolynices is tricked into attempting a marriage with a har¬ 
lot supposed to be his next-door neighbor’s wife, we are at least in the 
general region of the Oedipus transgression. But where the tragic heroes 
suffered death and self-inflicted blindness, the braggart soldier meets the 
catastrophe of. an ignominious beating and responds by bellowing out a 
confession of his several errors. 9 In the fragmentary Perikeiromene ( She 
Who Got Sheared) of Menander, the girl describes the rape of her locks 
by the sailor lover with the verb hubrizein , 1 cognate with the tragic name 
(hubris) for man’s eruption out of his proper sphere. These parallels are 
consistent with what has been observed as a broader degeneration dur¬ 
ing the fifth and fourth centuries in Greek concepts of character, from 
the authadeia which with Aeschylus was Promethean self-will to the mere 
“surliness” which adequately renders the term in the Character by Theo¬ 
phrastus, 2 from eirdneia as a philosophic stratagem in the Platonic dia- 

7 Atkins I, 159; A. P. McMahon, “On the Second Book of Aristotle’s Poetics 

and the Source of Theophrastus’ Definition of Tragedy”' and “Seven Questions on 
Aristotelian Definitions of Tragedy and Comedy,” Harvard Studies in Classical 
Philology , XXVIII (19*7), XL (1929), csp. 100-3. The argument rests on state¬ 

ments made by the fourth-century grammarians Diomcdes and Donatus. 

8 Cicero, De Re Ptiblica IV, 13, quoted by Donatus, Excerpta de Comoedia 
(Atkins II, 38). 

0 Pyrgopolynices might also be profitably compared with the romantically 
successful bully fellow Hercules in the Alcestis of Euripides, or the mock Hercules 
Dionysus in the Frogs of Aristophanes. 

1 Act IV, 1 . 600 (Locb Menander, p. 256): Glycera: [eis alias koras) hubrizetd 
to loipon. 

2 Cf. G. Gordon,. “Theophrastus and His Imitators” in English Literature and 
the Classics ( Oxford, 1912), P- 5b 
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logues and a gentlemanly form of modesty in Aristotle’s Ethics to the 
chicanery of the Thcophrastan Dissembler: “A man of this sort ( ho de 
eiron) approaches his enemy with professions of friendship; he flatters 
those against whom he is plotting mischief; and he condoles ' ,T ith them 
in the way of their calamity.” 


VI 


The division of Greek drama into comic and tragic and Aristotle’s 
corresponding theory would seem to represent a tension of principles 
that extends into literature and life perhaps not so deeply as some recent 
speculators have maintained, but deeply enough. We reduce the follow¬ 
ing table of mutually dependent “antinomic symbols” from Mr. Albert 
Cook’s The Dark Voyage and the Golden Mean, A Philosophy of Com¬ 
edy . 3 Under one or the other of these two opposed but interdependent 
headings we have 
man interests. 


nearly all that may be conceived in the realm of hu- 


Tragedy 
The W on d erf id 
Imagination 
Ethics 

The Individual 

The Extreme (Christianity ) 

Symbol 

Death 

Good and Evil 

The Handsome Actor 

The Pariah Artist 

Failure 

Soliloquy 

The Superhuman 

Aristocrat 

Paradox 


Comedy 
The Probable 
Reason 
Manners 
Society 

The Mean ( Aristotle ) 

Concept 
Politics, Sex 

Conformity or Expulsion 
The Ugly Actor 
The Diplomatic Artist 
Success 
Aside 

The Subhuman (beast, machine) 

Bourgeois 

Contrast 


We venture to add this tentative thought: that the two sides of this in¬ 
teresting dichotomy may be more closely interdependent in literature 
than in life—that a certain union of the two may well be near to the 
center of whatever is universal in poetry. 

Aristotle, by his formal analysis of the two dominant genres of Greek 
literature, made a respectable effort to rebut Plato’s arguments against 
poetry and to answer the business-like and Rotarian questions of Socrates 
in the Ion, The answer is perhaps not ironclad, but it has at least one 
important virtue, namely, that it tends to shift the emphasis of inquiry 

3 Cambridge, Mass., 1949. Our table is selected and adapted from pp. 28 and 

50-1. 
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away from what poetry may say , or tell us, in a practical or even in a 
philosophic sense, toward what poetry may embody or in itself be. And 
this the answer accomplishes through its double concern for the uni¬ 
versal—that is, its concern both for what is imitated or reflected in the 
poem and for the poem itself as a form or kind of being in which the 
imitation is realized. As Aristotle’s theory is a theory of imitation, it is a 
theory of reference (what the poem is never really escapes entanglement 
with what the poem says) ; it is a theory of a universal and an ideal in the 
field of reference, and this ideal tends to be the ethical man. Still this 
ideal is never quite that. The theory never quite says that the poetic 
worth of the imitation is to be decided directly in terms of the practical 
ideal. Whether poetry is something which charms (as Homer and the 
Thracians had said) or something which teaches (as Hesiod and the 
Boeotians said) 4 was an inherited issue which Aristotle met not head on 
but by the oblique device of saying that poetry is something which 
pleases us by being an image and by being at the same time very serious 
and very philosophic ( philosophoteron kai spoudaioteron ). 

We conclude our account of Aristotle’s debate with Plato by allud¬ 
ing to.the spirited judgment of a modem French critic, the Abbe Henri 
Bremond in his Priere et Poesie . His first chapter, “ Platon et la Poesie 
Exilee ” speaks well enough for present purposes in its title. From the 
second chapter, “Aristote et la Poesie Depoetisee ,” we attempt the fol¬ 
lowing translation of an apologia put in the mouth of Aristotle. 

As for the meaning which is captured in a poem, though it -nay 
have been as it were divinely discovered through that theia 
dunaviis of which professor Socrates teils us, it remains never¬ 
theless intelligible and as a result definable. If a doctor is able 
to enumerate the parts of a human skeleton, it hardly follows 
that he is open to censure for not being interested in life. He 
follows his anatomical bent; I follow mine as logician. You pro¬ 
fess to deplore the fact that I have put poetry under “the abso¬ 
lute yoke of reason.” But it is not quite clear to me where you 
get that idea. That fantastic line about “sole reason,” the first 
principle of all poetic beauty, is not to be found in my own 
writings so far as I know. ... It is not as if I had overlooked, 
as you seem to suppose, that specific and ineffable quality which 
constitutes the poetic experience. It is simply that I am not con¬ 
cerned with it—unless in that famous statement of mine about 
catharsis 5 —a somewhat obscure expression, I admit, but one 

4 Atkins I, 80-1; W. C. Greene, “The Greek Criticism of Poetry” in Perspectives 
of Criticism , ed. Harry Levin (Cambridge, Mass., 1950), p. 21. 

5 As a matter of fact Aristotle makes some casual acknowledgements of poetic 
inspiration. In the Poetics (XVII) he speaks of the poet as euphues rather than 
manikos; in the Rhetoric (HI, 7) poetry is an inspired thing ( entheon he poiesis)' 
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from which they will someday derive a thoroughgoing mystical 
poetics. 

And the Abbe’s comment on this: 

He tells the truth. There is no metaphysic, either right or 
wrong, in his Poetics . There is no other heresy than that of 
silence—the most dangerous of all—Aristotle’s sin of omission, 
his disappearing trick. He has not written a single sentence 
from which one might convict him of setting aside the tradi¬ 
tional view of the poet’s inspiration and identifying poetic 
knowledge with rational. But then he has not written a sentence 
either—except to be sure that about catharsis—from which one 
might even suspect the contrary. To remain silent is to consent. 
Aristotle has kept his silence—silence forever to be deplored— 
silence pregnant with catastrophe, pregnant, if I may so express 
myself, with Boileau . 0 

This seems the place for a candid assertion that our own view as the¬ 
orists of poetry is something like that which Aristotle is made to con¬ 
fess. We argue that criticism, if it is to occur at all, must be like that. 

It must be rational and aim at definitions, whether it can or cannot 
quite achieve them. But what is left over and above definition, we argue 
furthermore, is still an objective quality of poems, knowable if indefin¬ 
able, and distinguishable from that other realm, the dark well of mystery 
and inspiration 7 —which is the poet’s alone. If these two areas, the know- 
able yet indefinable individuality of the poem, and the unknowable or 
incommunicable mystery of the poet’s inspiration, are alleged to show 
limits to the critic’s activity, we concede the point. The first area, the 
individuality of the poetic utterance, may tease the critic’s ambition. He 
would conquer it if he could though this is not required of him. With ' 
the second, the inspiration, he is scarcely concerned. 


0 Henri Brcmond, Priere et Poesie (Paris, 1926), Chapter II, translated by per¬ 
mission of Bums Oates & Washbourne Ltd., London. 

7 A more recent, and to the present time perhaps the largest and most brilliant 
celebration of this “translucid spiritual night” is Jacques Maritain’s Creative Intuition 
in Art and Poetry (New York: Pantheon Books, 1953)- Mr. Marita in, so far as he 
would grant any significance at all to the concerns of the present narrative, would 
say that they arc the concerns of “art,” not of “poetry.” There is a partial sense in 
which he would be perfeedy right. 
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SUPPLEMENT 

I connect the essential distinction between tragedy and comedy with two 
opposing impulses deeply rooted in human nature. Until we can find a way 
of reconciling the antinomy in our nature we are all torn between the desire 
to find ourselves and the desire to lose ourselves. It is on some such antithesis 
as this that Coleridge based Ills whole philosophy and in particular his theory 
of imagination. 

We arc impelled to preserve and accentuate and glory in our separate 
lives; we believe that every member of our species has his particular and dis¬ 
tinct destiny; there are even atheists who cannot bring themselves to believe 
in the possibility of their own extinction. This natural pride of man and in 
man I believe to be the psychological foundation of tragedy. . . . 

But if there is a proper human pride, there is also a proper human mod¬ 
esty; and the two are never, I think, far from each other. We cherish our 
separateness jealously; but we need also to merge it in the life of the world 
into which we were born, to mix with other people, to adjust our own wills 
and even our characters to the milieu in which by choice or necessity we live 
and to the general laws of nature. This second impulse is surely as healthy and 
strong as the other, and it is found in men of the most vigorous and robust 
character; Blake, for instance, cries in one of his most moving lines 

“O why was I born with a different face?” 

We cannot be satisfied with the mere assertion of our individuality; we must 
recognize a destiny other than our individual destinies: the destiny of our race . 
From one point of view every sparrow is infinitely important; from another 
the greatest man is completely unimportant. These two truths are comple¬ 
mentary, and perhaps neither has much meaning without the other. This is one 
of the great paradoxes of the Christian religion; but one does not need to be a 
Christian to recognize its truth. 

—L. J, Potts, Comedy (London, 1949), pp. 16-18, by permission of 

Hutchinson & Co. (Publishers) Limited, London 


It may be said that whereas tragedy deals with the unusual but normal, 
comedy deals with the abnormal but not unusual. The abnormality of comic 
characters is not absolute; we should feel that they are capable of behaving 
normally if they would. But it is the main concern of the comic writer to 
discriminate between what is normal and abnormal in human behaviour; he is 


detached from his subject-matter in a sense in which other artists are not. He 
needs not merely a strong feeling for normality, but also a clear notion of it. 
It is therefore necessary for him to be in some measure a moral philosopher; 
for the norm is a philosophical concept. The usual, or average, is not; it can 
be calculated statistically from observed facts. But normality, like the cognate 
concepts of health and sanity, is not a fact, nor a complex of facts, nor even 
a simplification of facts; it is an idea, and exists only in the mind that has 
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brought itself to bear on all the relevant facts. There is not one norm of human 
behaviour, but many: some of them widely divergent and even contradictory. 
Jane Austen’s norm differs drastically in some respects from Chaucer’s or 
Fielding’s. But all comic writers must have a norm in view. To detect eccen¬ 
tricity you must have a centre: that is to say a consistent, if not consciously 
worked out, standard of character and conducr. 

—L. J. Potts, Comedy, pp. 46-7 

Greek tragedy is the tragedy of necessity: i.e., the feeling aroused in the 
spectator is “What a pity it had to be this way”; Christian tragedy is the trag¬ 
edy of possibility, “What a pity it was this way when it might have been other¬ 
wise.” . . . the hubris which is the flaw in the Greek hero’s character is the 
illusion of a man who knows himself strong and believes that nothing can 
shake that strength, while the corresponding Christian sin of Pride is the illu¬ 
sion of a man who knows himself weak but believes he can by his own efforts 
transcend that weakness and become strong. . . . 

A modern reader, accustomed to the tragedy of possibility, instinctively 
asks, “Where and when did he make the wrong choice?” and as instinctively 
answers, “He should not have listened to the prophecy in the first place, or, 
having done so, then he should never have struck the old man or anyone else, 
and should never have married Jocasta or anyone else.” But such thoughts 
would never have occurred to Sophocles or his audience. Macbeth and Cap¬ 
tain Ahab are wrong to listen to the prophecies about them, because they are 
equivocal, and each reads into his a possibility he is wrong to desire; the proph¬ 
ecy Oedipus hears is not only not unequivocal but something he is right to 
wish to avoid. When he kills the old man he feels no guilt, neither is he ex¬ 
pected to feel any, and when he marries Jocasta there is nothing the matter 
with the relation as such. It is only when it turns out that, as a matter of fact, 
the former was his father and the latter is his mother that the guilt begins. . . . 

Other Greek heroes are faced, with the tragic choice between two evils: 
Agamemnon must either sacrifice his daughter or fail in his duty to the Greek 
Army; Antigone must be false either to her loyalty to her brother or to her 
loyalty to her city. 

The tragic situation, of learning that one is a criminal or of being forced 
to become one, is not created by the flaw in the hero’s character, but is sent 
him by the gods as a punishment for having such a flaw. 

The pessimistic conclusion that underlies Greek tragedy seems to be this: 
that if one is a hero, i.e., an exceptional individual, one must be guilty of hubris 
and be punished by a tragic fate; the only alternative and not one a person can 
choose for himself is to be a member of the chorus, i.e., one of the average 
mass; to be both exceptional and good is impossible. 

How does “Moby Dick” compare with this? 

The hero, Captain Ahab, far from being exceptionally fortunate, is at the 
beginning, what in a Greek tragedy he could only be at the end, exceptionally 
unfortunate. He is already the victim of what the modem newspaper, which 
is Greek in this respect, would call a .tragedy; a whale has bitten off his leg. 
What to the Greeks could only have been a punishment for sin is here a temp- 



Literary Criticism: A Short History 56 

tation to sin, an opportunity to choose; by making the wrong choice and con¬ 
tinuing to make it, Ahab punishes himself. 

—W. H. Auden, “The Christian Tragic Hero,” The New York Times 
Book Review , December 16, 1945, p. 1, by permission of the author and 
The New York Times 

It is ... a strange and a rather embarrassing phenomenon that precisely 
the centuries which were thoroughly unconvcrsant with such an enthusiastic 
and flying humanism produced great tragedy; while precisely those periods that 
had dedicated themselves entirely and without reserve to the possibility of 
progress and social surge failed again and again to hit off the true tragic note. 
Indeed, as one courses through these readings and commentaries of a halfr 
generation ago on modern tragedy, one cannot quite get rid of the constant 
suspicion that all the evidence had been tampered with, subtly, better still, 
unconsciously. The facts had been rather badly twisted, so badly that as a 
consequence we are now in rapid danger of having our sense of the tragic 
completely perverted. The truth of the matter comes down to this: that it 
was our modern tragic literature and theory that alone inserted these strange 
concepts of exaltation and triumph (and did not write tragedy); while in 
other periods these notions have been remarkable, for their absence, indeed for 
their rejection (yet tragedy was written). And though this writer hesitates to 
broach so scandalous a thesis, yet he cannot contain the suspicion that it was 
exactly this heresy of exaltation, and all the splendid adjectives out of which 
it was compounded, that was partly responsible in our times for our very 
great failure in the theater. . . . 

We have but to try anything mightily and sec what happens. In the end 
we come back to the decision of everyone of the great tragedies that, left to 
itself, the human will at the very height of its straining stands broken and 
defeated. ... If, for example, we should picture the fact of defeat in terms 
of the metrical pattern of a production of the Oedipus , it should be in terms 
of the confident forward iambics of a machine of perfect dignity that bit by 
bit begins to disintegrate, in the end loses all sense of an ictus in the pattering, 
stuttering rows of consecutive short-syllabled feet of a blinded man, and in 
the very end does not even have the energy to complete the final iamb. It 
hangs in the air and there is nothing left. There is neither room nor energy 
for those artificial endings of defiance and mystical victory that we love to 
tack on to our tragedies. These things are lies, at least in the sense that there 
is no evidence for their possibility or validity. They are completely outside 
the human story-and neither history nor theology can give any ground for 
them. 

—William F. Lynch, “Confusion in Our Theater,” Thought , Fordhavi 
University Quarterly , XXVI (Autumn, 1951), 346, 349, by permission of 
the editors of Thought 




CHAPTER 4 


THE VERBAL MEDIUM: 
PLATO AND ARISTOTLE 

$Tke verbal medium , “ rhetoric” as verbal artifice, Sicilian 
rhetoricians —//. Plato’s Phaedrus: love , beauty , rhetoric , 
the speech of Lysias {a bad speech badly 'written ), 

speech of Socrates . (rry/e without truth), second 
speech of Socrates (eloquent truth )—///. theoretical dis¬ 
cussion by Socrates: dialectic , psuchagogia, Socratic ethic, 
rhetoric as an ignorant “knack” rhetorical technicalities , 
written vs. spoken words — IV. Isocrates , epideictic rhet¬ 
oric, a florid paideia— V. Aristotle’s Rhetoric: a practical 
defence, rhetoric , dialectic , and the probable, ethical and 
emotive arguments , verbal style , something superficial yet 
significant, clarity, propriety, and the ornate, ?netaphor, 
related figures —F 7 . Isocrates again, r/je power of words , 
the Logos, grammar, dialecticians vs. rhetoricians, Cice¬ 
ronian retrospect § 


W E HAVE BEEN TALKING ABOUT POETIC IMITATION AS IF IT WERE 

a straight copy of its objects, or a vision of them through 
plate glass; and in so doing we have minimized the possibility 
of talking about the poem rather than about its objects, about what it 
may be rather than about what it may say. In our first three chapters 
we have heard a debate conducted upon grounds of maximum advantage 
to the Platonic moral cause. Let us return now to the fact that Aristotle 
treated plot, character, and thought—the content of drama—as only 
some of its elements. Let us recall that he treated also, by a method of 
separation which may have seemed to us at first glance rather crude, 
two elements which he called the medium —language and music—and 
that there was even another element which he called the manne /—the 
stage spectacle. Among these three elements, language stands out as a 

57 
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thing basic to all literature. Language is an inevitable concern of literary 
criticism. And this fact invites us to canvass a part of ancient critical 
history which for want of a better name we shall call Rhetoric. 

It is a commonplace of recent critical history to observe that ancient 
rhetoric, from its formal beginning near the end of the fifth century 
b.c. to its second sophistication in the early Christian centuries, was bas¬ 
ically a practical art, concerned, that is, with the business of persuading 
judges in law courts, senators in assemblies, and congregations in 
churches. The counter facts which we insist on here are that this legal 
or political art came in Roman times to be practically equivalent to 
higher education, and that from first to last it dwelt characteristically 
upon verbal artifice. It was in this art rather than in that of poetics that 
words were most often deliberately studied, and its examples were drawn 
indiscriminately from poetry and prose. “The art of contention in 
speech,” says Socrates in the Phaedrus , 

is not confined to courts and political gatherings, but appar¬ 
ently, if it is an art at all, it would be one and the same in all kinds 
of speaking, the art by which a man will be able to produce a 
resemblance between all things between which it can be pro¬ 
duced.—261 1 

The term rhetoric has, and has had from early times, the highly useful 
secondary sense: a study of how words work. It is primarily in this sense 
that we shall use the term throughout this book. 

Corax and Tisias were Sicilian sophists who flourished about fifty 
years before the birth of Aristotle. They taught legal rhetoric in Syra¬ 
cuse and wrote the earliest recorded treatises on the art, but these have 
perished. One of their successors was Gorgias of Leontini, who came 
to Athens on an embassy in 427 and remained to instruct and fascinate 
the generation of young intellectuals and aesthetes portrayed in the 
Clouds of Aristophanes. A later Sicilian Greek historian has left this 
account of the matter: 

On arriving at Athens and being allowed to address the people, 
he [Gorgias] spoke on the theme of federation in a style of 
such exotic artifice that he cast a spell over his audience, euphu- 
istically inclined as they were and devoted to the ideal of elo¬ 
quence. He was the first to use the strikingly artificial figures of 
antithesis, isocolon, parison, homoeoteleuton, and sundry other 
embellishments of this kind, which came at that time as admired 

1 With one exception, indicated in a note, quotations from Plato’s Phaedrus in 
this chapter are reprinted by permission of the publishers from the translation of 
H. N. Fowler, Plato . . . Euthyphro , Apology , Crito , Pkaedo, Phaedrw, 1938, Loeb 
Classical Library, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 
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novelties, though now they seem rather ridiculously affected 
and precious . 2 

Gorgias and a fellow rhetorician Polus are the antagonists of Socrates 
in an early and lengthy Platonic attack on rhetoric, the dialogue entitled 
Gorgias; and the same rhetorical school is the subject of criticism in the 
mature, highly sophisticated and dramatic Phacdnts, a document which 
is not only the earliest substantial counter-rhetoric now surviving but is 
still one of the most formidable in all rhetorical history. 


II 

The Phaedms contains some of the best-known Platonic passages on 
love and beauty—ones which we have alluded to in an earlier chapter 
—most notably the illustrative oration by Socrates built on the elaborate 
allegory of the soul or intellective principle as charioteer, with diffi¬ 
culty driving his two horses, a noble steed of the higher desires and a 
balky beast of the lower passions, toward the empyreal sphere of divine 
forms. Classical scholars have disagreed as to whether this main motif 
of the dialogue shows sufficient relevance to an equally conspicuous 
second motif—an examination of the art of rhetoric. The relevance be¬ 
tween the two motifs (and hence the unity of the whole dialogue) 
actually seems very close. It is the relevance of ideal illustration to a 
theory of an art ideally conceived. A main assumption of the whole 
dialogue is the Socratic principle that virtue is knowledge, and, spring¬ 
ing from this, the main argument is that a worthy rhetoric—one aimed 
at the highest good—will be, not a way of fooling people in law courts, 
but an approach to knowledge, or an embodiment of it—a kind of in¬ 
spired philosophy. The theme of love and beauty, which Plato believed 
to be the only adequate theme of philosophy, was the only one which he 
could have employed for the full illustration of the thesis. 

The argument begins adroitly with an enthusiastic reading by Phae- 
drus, and a cool analysis by Socrates, of a shoddy speech—either an 
actual speech of the orator Lysias or a parody—an academic invective 
against ardent lovers . 3 The objections of Socrates are two: that the 
speech is wrongheaded (though he ironically professes not to urge this) 
and that its style is confused. Some sort of connection between these 
two facts is perhaps a main innuendo. 

Socrates: How now? Are you and I to praise the speech be¬ 
cause the author has said what was called for, or is the sole 

2 Diodorus Siculus, Historical Library XII, 53 « . 

3 The homosexual meaning alluded to in our first chapter is to be assumed 

throughout this discussion. 
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point whether the expressions, taken singly, are clear, compact, 
and finely turned? If we must judge it by the substance, I 
readily give way to your opinion; the substance because of my 
ineptitude, escaped me. I paid attention to the rhetoric of it 
only, and this I doubted whether Lysias himself would consider 
adequate. If you will let me say so, Phaedrus, it seemed to me 
he said the same things over twice or thrice, perhaps because 
he wasn’t very well supplied with things to say on a given sub¬ 
ject, or perhaps he didn’t bother about a point like that. And 
v then it seemed to me that he was showing off in youthful fashion 
how well he could say the same thing over in two different ways. 

Phaedrus: Nonsense, Socrates! What you call repetition is the 
peculiar merit of the speech. . . . 4 

The speech of Lysias is in fact a tediously overlapping enumeration of 
reasons against the eager lover and in favor of the person who is more 
calculating in his approach, or, as he is called, the “non-lover.” At a 
later point in the argument (264) Socrates likens it to an inscription 
that was said to appear on the tomb of Midas the Phrygian. Any line 
of it could be put first or last. 

A bronze maiden am I; and I am placed upon the tomb of 
Midas. 

So long as water runs and tall trees put forth leaves, 

Remaining in this very spot upon a much lamented tomb, 

I shall declare to passers by that Midas is buried here. 

Some of the distortions of style which the basically careless structure of 
thought has forced upon the writer—the “two different ways” of saying 
the same thing to which Socrates alluded—may be more apparent in 
the Greek than in English translations where efforts of translators to 
tidy up have missed the point. 

For lovers repent ( ekeinois . . . metamelei) of the kindnesses 
they have done when their passion ceases; but there is no time 
when non-lovers naturally repent ( metagnonai prosekei). —231 

Here the translator’s logical repetition of repent covers up the point¬ 
less “elegant variation” of the Greek. The following example is more 
faithful to the Greek text. 

And besides, lovers consider the injury they have done to their 
ovm concerns on account of their love, and the benefits they 
have conferred, and they add the trouble they have had , . . . ; 

4 Phaedrus 234-5. We quote the translation by Professor Lane Cooper, Phaedrus , 
Ion 9 Gorgias (London, 1938), p. 15. by permission of the Oxford University Press, 
Inc., New York. 
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but non-lovers cannot aver neglect of their own affairs because 
of their condition, nor can they take account of the pains they 
have been at in the past .—231 

The italicized phrases tease a very simple meaning into coy but drab 
variations. The gist of the matter is that this is a bad speech, and that 
it is badly written. And both these things are true, implies Socrates, 
because the author does not know what he is talking about. 

The next step in the dramatically conceived argument is accom¬ 
plished by a second speech on the same theme—one delivered by Soc¬ 
rates, ex tempore, with his head wrapped up for shame, in the character 
of a crafty lover who tries to gain favors by pretending to be a non¬ 
lover. It is a better speech than the first, because it begins with a defi¬ 
nition of love (as desire) and proceeds, in a style which is at least or¬ 
derly, .to expound the evil of being ruled by that force. Socrates even 
makes a pretense of being in a kind of dithyrambic frenzy and winds 
up his speech with a hexameter. 5 But the whole argument is negative, 
at the expense of the lover, and stops without saying a word in actual 
favor of the non-lover—because, of course, nothing can be said in his 
favor. Whereas the first speech and the critique of it has suggested the 
union or even identity of bad, ignorant thinking and bad style, the second 
speech exhibits the severe handicap imposed upon himself by the person 
who in a sense knows the truth but who pretends not to know it— 
and leads “his hearers on with sportive words” (262). 

Almost immediately Socrates is stricken with remorse at having 
participated in a blasphemy and, in the manner of a man who not only 
knows the truth but is inspired to speak in its defence, launches into 
his palinode, the prolonged and eloquent allegorical discourse upon 
love, beauty, and immortality to which we have already alluded. Despite 
its enthusiasm and lavish invention, the speech is well ordered, begin¬ 
ning with a fourfold celebration of mania (244-245) or inspired mad¬ 
ness and pursuing the theme of the soul’s immortality in the figure 
of the charioteer and his two horses. This figure itself might be taken 
as a symbol of orderly composition and division. 

The rhetorical significance of the three speeches on love becomes 
unmistakable in the comparison of their merits and the theoretical dis¬ 
cussion which follows. 

But I do think you will agree to this, that every discourse must 
be organised, like a living being, with a body of its own, as it 
were, so as not to be headless or footless, but to have a middle 
and members, composed in fitting relation to each other and to 
the whole.—264 

*Phaedrus 238, 241. Aristotle is apparently thinking of these passages when in 
his Rhetoric (III, 7) he alludes to the ironic use of emotive language in the Phaedrus . 
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The second speech of Socrates is described apologetically as figurative, 
plausible, perhaps expressive of some truth—a “sportive jest.” 

. . . but in these chance utterances were involved two principles, 
the essence of which it would be gratifying to learn, if art 
could teach it. 

Phaedrus: What principles? 

Socrates: That of perceiving and bringing together in one idea 
the scattered particulars, that one may make clear by defini¬ 
tion the particular thing which he wishes to explain; just as now, 
in speaking of love, we said what he is and defined it whether 
well or ill. Certainly by this means the discourse acquired clear¬ 
ness and consistency. 

Phaedrus: And what is the other principle, Socrates? 

Socrates: That of dividing things by classes; where the natural 
joints arc, and not trying to break any part, after the manner of 
a bad carver.—265. 

Now I myself, Phaedrus, am a lover of these processes of divi¬ 
sion and bringing together, as aids to speech and thought; and 
if I think any other man is able to see things that can naturally 
be collected into one and divided into many, him I follow after 
and “walk in his footsteps as if he were a god.” And whether 
the name I give to those who can do this is right or wrong, 

God knows, but 1 have called them hitherto dialecticians.—266 

In short, rhetoric, so far as it is anything at all but a sham, is phi¬ 
losophy. To be able to define and divide, the rhetorician has to be able 
to think; he has to know the truth. There would seem to be some 
hedging on the part of Plato in this dialogue—as to whether the truth 
to be known is the cognitive content, the doctrine, about which the 
rhetorician would persuade his hearers, or another kind of truth, the 
psychological truth about their individual temperaments, which he must 
know if his discourse is to be a successfully administered persuasion 
(psuebagogia ).—2 71. 

He must understand the nature of the soul, must find out the 
the class of speech adapted to each nature, and must arrange and 
adorn his discourse accordingly, offering to the complex soul 
elaborate and harmonious discourses, and simple tales to the 
simple soul.—277. 

But the emphasis of the dialogue is very largely upon the question 
what is to be said, not .upon the question to whom, and the chief dis¬ 
tinction is between the politico-legal rhetorician, who prefers ‘‘what 
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seems to be true,” or what is probable, to actual truth, and the philosophic 
rhetorician, who labors “not for the sake of speaking and acting before 
men, but that he may be able to speak and to do everything, so far as 
possible, in a manner pleasing to the gods.” (273) In short, the main 
distinction is between professional rhetoricians as they are actually 
found to be, and the ideal rhetorician as he may be conceived to be. 
And here the Socratic identification of virtue with knowledge works 
relentlessly. If he who knows what is right will always do it, then he 
who docs wrong (a sophistical rhetorician who uses his “art” to work 
evil) cannot know the right—or at least the so-called “art” by which he 
works evil cannot be a way of knowing it. As in the Ion the retreat 
was ironically from poetry as an art or form of knowledge to poetry 
as divine insanity (and indeed the same retreat occurs in the Phaedrus 
on several planes of irony and seriousness), so the specific resort im¬ 
puted to rhetoric (a close relative of poetry) is from artful knowledge 
to the cheapness of a knack or trick {tribe). That is the only way to 
explain its undoubtedly effective, but subversive, performance. 

I seem, as it were, to hear some arguments approaching and 
protesting that . . . [“the art .of speaking”] is lying and is not 
an art, but a craft devoid of art {hoti pseudetai kai ouk esti 
techne aW atechnos tribe). A real art of speaking . . . which 
does not seize hold of truth, does not exist and never will.—260 

This explanation had been given a fancier (and no doubt to the rhet¬ 
oricians an even more exasperating) shape in the earlier Gorgias , where 
the same key concept, tribe or knack, is applied in a four-point analogy. 
As the cheap knack of cosmetic is to the art of gymnastic in building 
health, and as cookery is to medicine in repairing health, so in the 
field of politics, sophistic is the meretricious rival of legislation , and 
rhetoric is that of jurisprudence. 

At one place in the Phaedrus (267), Socrates makes a scornful re¬ 
view of contemporary rhetoricians and the niceties of their art (ta 
kompsa tes techies): Theodorus of Byzantium, with his introduction, 
narrative, testimony, proofs, probability, confirmation and further con¬ 
firmation, refutation and further refutation; the “illustrious Parian” 
Evenus, with his covert allusion, indirect praises {parepainoi) , and in¬ 
direct censures {parapsogoi)\ Gorgias and Tisias, who make small things 
seem great and great things small, and new things old and old things 
new, and who invented conciseness {suntomia logon) and measureless 
length on all subjects {apeira meke peri ponton ); Prodicus and Hippias 
of Elis; Polus, with his duplication ( diplasiologia ), sententiousness (gno- 
mologia ), and figurativeness {eikonologia)\ Licymnius, with his beauti¬ 
ful diction {euepeia)\ Protagoras, with his correctness of diction ( or - 
thoepeia ); the “mighty Chalcedonian” Thrasymachus, with his genius 
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for rousing audiences to wrath and for soothing them again, for de¬ 
vising or for refuting calumnies on any grounds whatsoever. On one 
piece of technique, that of summarizing a speech at the end, all seem 
to be agreed, though some call it recapitulation ( epanodos ), others 
something else. This is a section of the Phaedrus which might be trans¬ 
planted almost verbatim into Benedetto Croce’s expressionistic history 
of Aesthetic . 

The ground of Plato’s objection to rhetoric may be perhaps most 
deeply understood, near the end of the Phaedrus , in a distinction be¬ 
tween written and spoken words, a distinction which is the more rele¬ 
vant to the argument because of the fact that Attic oratory made no 
pretense of being ex tempore . The written word, urges Socrates, is a 
static thing useful only to tell people what they already know, an amuse¬ 
ment, a reminder for the forgetfulness of old age. But the spoken word 
is the true, vital, and dialectic word—it is written in the mind of the 
Hearer and is able to defend itself in the process of question and an¬ 
swer. 

But the man who thinks that in the written word there is neces¬ 
sarily much that is playful, and that no written discourse, 
whether in metre or in prose, deserves to be treated very seri¬ 
ously (and this applies also to the recitations of the rhapsodes, 
delivered to sway people’s minds, without opportunity for ques¬ 
tioning and teaching), but that the best of them really serve 
only to remind us of what we know; and who thinks that only 
in words about justice and beauty and goodness spoken by 
teachers for the sake of instruction and really written in a soul 
is clearness and perfection and serious value, that such words 
should be considered the speaker’s own legitimate offspring, 
first the word within himself, if it be found, there, and sec¬ 
ondly its descendants or brothers which may have sprung up 
in worthy manner in the souls of others, and who pays no at¬ 
tention to the other words,—that man, Phaedrus, is likely to be 
such as you and I might pray that we ourselves may become. 
- 277 - 8 ° 

In this clear confirmation of the anti-mimetic doctrine of the Republic , 
we may see that in theory at least (or at least in this dialogue) Plato 
prefers the object imitated in his dialogues, the actual conversations as 
they may be supposed to have taken place, to his own highly artful or 
poetic embodiment of them* in fixed words. And this may remind us 
that poetic quality docs indeed reside in fixity, or determinacy, of words. 
Not only meter and rhyme and all the minute effects of a lyric but the 

°Cf. Atkins, I. 148 on the niceties possible in written style and on the “de¬ 
liberative*” oratorical style as shadow-painting (skiagrapbia ). 
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dialogue and succession of scenes in a tragedy, the whole economy and 
precision of poetic power in words, depend on choice, limitation, and 
fixation, and hence are opposed to the fluid character of dialectic or of 
the bull session—though the latter, in virtue of its capacity to shift 
words, correct, repeat, rephrase, paraphrase, and in general adjust itself 
to the exigencies of debate, may in a sense fit closer to the truth of 
the matter which is discussed. 


IV 

It was no less against literary than against oratorical interests that 
Plato was fighting. The close alliance of rhetoric and poetry as his ene¬ 
mies, seen more than once in the Phaedrus 7 is suggested a final time in 
a closing allusion to the rhetorician Isocrates. 

o 

I think he has a nature above the speeches of Lysias and pos¬ 
sesses a nobler character; so that I should not be surprised if, as 
he grows older, he should so excel in his present studies that all 
who have ever treated of rhetoric shall seem less than children; 
and I suspect that these studies will not satisfy him, but a more 
divine impulse will lead him to greater things; for my friend, 
something of philosophy is inborn in his mind.—279 

The fictional date of the dialogue is about 410 b.c., when Isocrates, the 
pupil of Gorgias, was making his first appearance on the scene. But the 
dialogue was written perhaps as late as 370, 8 at a time when Isocrates 
was the most eminent and affluent teacher of rhetoric at Athens and 
hence the chief rhetorical antagonist of the Platonic school. The Art of 
Rhetoric which Jsocrates wrote survives only in a few fragments. But 
from several of his discourses, especially that Against the Sophists and 
the Antidosis , which deal with education—and from the style itself of 
his writing—we get an idea of the kind of campaign which he waged 
againstiaw-court and assembly rhetoric and the debased form of ethical 
dialectic which he calls “eristic.” Although he discountenanced the 
academic exercise on mythological topics or on paradoxical themes such 
as those affected by Gorgias and Protagoras—'“that we cannot lie,” or 
“that nothing exists”—or on such anticipations of Swift’s broomstick as 
“humble bees” or “salt,” the theory of Isocrates was literary rather than 
practically oratorical. The form of speech which he chiefly sponsored 
was the cpideictic (the encomiastic or the invective declamation), and 
this was an oratory that had moved as far as possible away from the 
give and take of dialectic toward the fixity of a set piece or essay— 

7 See for instance, 258, 261. 

8 R. Hackforth, Plato's Phaedrus (Cambridge, 1952)1 PP- 3-8* 
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albeit an essay that would seem by out standards a rather florid one. 
The epideictic style, Aristotle would say in his Rhetoric (III, 12), is 
especially suited to written compositions; it aims at being read. Isoc¬ 
rates hoped that his Avtidosis would prove a “monument more noble 
than statues of bronze.” The rhetoric of Isocrates was a scheme of 
general education ( paideia ) which aimed at a liberal union of philosophy 
and persuasion, an understanding of elevated and large political topics, 
and withal an artistic verbal style, imaginative ( poietikos ) and diverse. 
The “thoughts”, of the graduate rhetorician were to be not only “dig¬ 
nified and original” but “adorned with a number of striking figures.” 
What was desired was a kind of poetic prose oratoiy, or literary prose, 
something which would serve not only for statesmen but for critics of 
poetry, for historians, for writers of panegyric. Isocrates entertained a 
highly integrated view of life and letters; he conceived the former as 
greatly in need of the latter. The sum of his teaching was a genial, 
flowery, belletristic kind of humanism. 0 


V 

This was one kind of answer both to the Sophists and to Pluto. A 
rhetorician of later antiquity 1 reports that Aristotle's systematic treatise 
on the question, his Rhetoric in three books, was the outcome of a feud 
with Isocrates. The story says that during his first residence in Athens 
(367—347 b.c.) Aristotle sneered at the ideas of Isocrates and the method 
of their dissemination in bundles of speeches hawked by the booksellers. 
Yet the difference between the two as theorists of rhetoric is not so 
profound. Aristotle takes more examples from the orations of Isocrates 
than from the works of any other author. The difference between them 
might be summed up, without great distortion, in the statement that 
Aristotle, looking on rhetoric in a far more utilitarian way than Isocrates, 
is somewhat closer to being sophistical; as a philosopher, however, as a 
teacher of rhetoric in Plato’s Academy, he is at the same time more 
systematic than Isocrates. The latter virtue is the one by which Aristotle 
gains the advantage of having his ideas preserved not in speeches but 
in a treatise: 2 

“Do you think we have reproached the art of speaking too 
harshly?” asks Socrates in the Phaedrus . “Perhaps she might say: 

‘Why do you talk such nonsense, you strange men? I do not 

compel anyone to leam to speak without knowing the truth, 

9 See Atkins, I, 124-8, 148, 154-5. 

1 Dionysius of Halicarnassus, On Isocrates 18; Atkins, I, 133. 

2 Aristotle’s Theodectia , on style, and other works on rhetoric are lost. Atkins, 

1 . * 33 . * 35 . *36 
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but if my advice is of any value, he learns that first and then 
acquires me. So what I claim is this, that without my help the 
knowledge of the truth does not give the art of persuasion.’— 

260 

It would not be unfair to say that Plato has here anticipated the gist of 
Aristotle’s doctrine. “What makes the sophist,” says Aristotle, “is not 
skill in argument, but [defect of] moral purpose.” 3 

Aristotle’s Rhetoric opens with the statement: “Rhetoric is a coun¬ 
terpart of dialectic.” But the term dialectic has for Aristotle a softer 
meaning than for Plato—the meaning of a conversationally plausible 
inquiry rather than of a metaphysically compelling demonstration. 
Dialectic is a comfortable neighbor to rhetoric, on the higher side. Both 
dialectic and its practical counterpart, rhetoric, enjoy a kind of cushion¬ 
ing from the severity of theoretical science (mathematics, physics, meta¬ 
physics). Dialectic is the argumentative technique of the social, practical, 
deliberative and “alternative” sciences (ethics and politics). “It is the 
mark of an educated man” says Aristotle in his Ethics, “to look for pre¬ 
cision in each class of things just so far as the nature of the subject 
admits; it is . . . equally foolish to accept probable reasoning from a 
mathematician and to demand from a rhetorician scientific proofs.” 4 
Even that much would have been enough to protect rhetoric from 
the full brunt of the Platonic inquisition. But Aristotle does more. 
There is a moment in the first chapter of Book I when he seems bent 
on treating rhetoric rather rigorously within the limits of its probable 
arguments (its “examples” and “enthymemes”). 5 “Proofs,” he says, “are 
the only things in . . . [rhetoric] that come within the province of 
art.” And he is severe upon the previous compilers of handbooks who 
have devoted their attention chiefly to methods of arousing prejudice. 
Nevertheless, the argument begins to change even in the same chapter; 
there is a disposition to talk more about persuasion than about proof. 
The truth may be the truth, but it may need help before it is accepted. 
Not all persons are easy to persuade by reason. The orator should be 
able to prove opposites—like a logician—not for the sake of doing this, 

3 Ho gar sophistikos ouk en te dunaviei all 1 en te proairesei ( Rhetoric , I, 1). 

4 Nicomacbean Ethics I, 3. 

5 The term “enthymeme” was used by Aristotle’s successors, as it is by modem 
logicians, to refer to the elliptical syllogism. But for Aristotle, in his Rhetoric and in 
his logical writings, “enthymeme” is the name of the rhetorical syllogism, which is a' 
probable argument for a particular conclusion. The enthymeme is thus distinguish¬ 
able from two other kinds of syllogism, the dialectic syllogism, which is a probable 
argument for a general conclusion, and the apodeictic or scientific syllogism, which 
is a certain argument for a universal conclusion. See J. H. Freese, Aristotle . . . the 
“ Art ” of Rhetoric (London: Loeb Classical Library, 1939)* P- 474 > Glossary, s.v. 
Dialektike; James H. McBurney, “Some Recent Interpretations of the Aristotelian 
Enthymeme,” Papers of the Michigan Academy of Science, Arts and Letters, XXI 
(Ann Arbor, 1936), 489-500. 
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but just for understanding. All good things except virtue itself may be 
abused. The function of rhetoric is not so much to persuade as to find 
out the existing means of persuasion. Thus runs what would seem to 
be almost the dialogue of Aristotle with his own conscience, as he 
moves toward the empirical and anti-Platonic procedure of justifying 
rhetoric as it is found in fact to be. The second chapter begins by 
“defining rhetoric anew.” “Rhetoric then may be defined as the faculty 
of discovering the possible means of persuasion in reference to any 
subject whatever.” And we learn in this chapter that there are no fewer 
than four kinds of “artificial proof’ G or means of persuasion: (i) the 
ethical or those depending on the inoral character of the orator himself 
—by which he elicits confidence in himself; (2) the affective or those 
which appeal to the emotions of the audience (It was only the exclusive 
use of such proofs to which I alluded disparagingly in my first chapter, 
he explains); (3) valid arguments, which tend to establish the truth 
of whatever we are maintaining; and (4) apparent arguments, which 
only seem to establish it. The first two books of Aristotle’s Rhetoric 
do in fact proceed in that pattern, the first Book telling about materials, 
or areas of argumentative probability, the second Book giving us mainly 
the psychology of good relations between speaker and audience. Aris¬ 
totle has put a four-layered mattress between rhetoric and the inexorable 
or scientific truth—two of the layers being psychological, that is, re¬ 
lating to the character and feelings of the speaker and audience, one, 
the layer of probable cognitive arguments being at least nonscicntific, 
and the fourth, the layer of apparent arguments, being feathered with 
actual deception. Aristotle thus defends rhetoric on approximately the 
same grounds as those on which Plato condemns it. 

These Aristotelian graduations away from the strictness of scientific 
demonstration are not the immediate stuff for a rhetoric of verbal sur¬ 
face. But they do provide the underlying contour of such a rhetoric. 
They enable or make plausible a fifth and a sixth graduation—verbal 
style (lexis) and structure or architecture (taxis), the subjects of Aris¬ 
totle’s third book. About Aristotle’s conception of taxis Plato could not 
have complained, though he might have related this (the organic order, 
begriming, middle, and end named in the Phaedrus) more intimately 
to “dialectic.” But lexis is the apex and epitome of the difference be¬ 
tween Plato and Aristotle as rhetoricians, and not so much the details of 
what Aristotle said about lexis as the very fact that he thought it reason¬ 
able to devote twelve chapters to the topic. 

“We have therefore next to speak of style; for it is not sufficient 
to know what one ought to say,—but one must also know how to say 
it, and this largely contributes to making the speech appear of a certain 

0 1 .e., artful, as distinguished from the inartificial or ready-made, such as wit¬ 
nesses, tortures, contracts. 
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character” (III, i). It is almost as if this matter of style should be 
grouped with the newly acknowledged and even more external art of 
delivery (a kind of acting, hupokrisis), a thing that has to be conceded, 
not as right but as necessary, owing to the corruption of politicians 
and judges. Just a little more can be said for style: 

... it does make a difference, for the purpose of making a 
thing clear, to speak in this or that manner; still, the difference 
is not so very great, ... all these things are mere outward 
show for pleasing the hearer; wherefore no one teaches geometry 
in this way. 7 8 Ill, i 

It is a cautiously divided account of style, giving due recognition to 
clarity and purity (esti cT arche tes lexeds to hellcmzein —the first prin¬ 
ciple of style is to use good Greek s ) and in general to propriety, but 
at the same time showing considerable respect for the elevated and 
ornate, for a certain strangeness or departure from the ordinary which 
(like a foreigner among our fellow citizens) appears more distinguished 
(III, 2 and 5). 

One of the most interesting technical features 9 of the discussion is 
a marked concern for metaphor. The section of his Poetics (Chs. XXI- 
XXIV) devoted to the element of tragedy which Aristotle calls dic¬ 
tion or style, lexis , is mentioned four times in the first two chapters 
of Book III of the Rhetoric . If we turn back to the Poetics, we find 
the often-quoted statement that to be a master of metaphor is the great¬ 
est poetic gift, because metaphor shows an eye for resemblances, and 
metaphor cannot be learnt from anyone else. 1 We find also the defini¬ 
tion: “Metaphor consists in assigning to a thing the name of something 
else,” and the four classes of metaphoric reference: from genus to 
species, from species to genus, from species to species, and by propor- 

7 He continues: “. . . . written speeches owe their effect not so much to the 
sense as to the style. The poets, as was natural, were the first to give an impulse to 
style; for words arc imitations, and the voice also, which of all our parts is best 
adapted for imitation, was ready to hand; thus the arts of the rhapsodists, actors, 
and others, were fashioned. And as the poets, although their utterances were devoid 
of sense, appeared to have gained their reputation through their style, it ws« a poeti¬ 
cal style that first came into being, as that of Gorgias.” In the Poetics (XXIV) ap¬ 
pears the rather frigid statement: “The diction should be elaborated in the pauses of 
the action, where there is no expression of character and thought. For . . • character 
and thought arc merely obscured by a diction that is over brilliant. 

8 Under this head comes a censure of ambiguity ( crmphiholoi ), III, 5* 

a The statements in 111 , 8 that prose should have rhythm but not meter 
(jbythvion dei echcin ton loi^on, victron de vie) and that the best rhythm for prose is 
the paconic, arc Aristotle’s attempt to reconcile the Pythagorean and Platonic doctrine 
that number confers order and limit (see the literary application in Philebus 23) 
with the fact that the “rhythm” or movement of good prose is not really a matter of 
number or measure. 

1 A thought repeated in Rhetoric III, 2. 
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tion. 2 Somewhat more specific, if miscellaneous, remarks on the same 
subject appear in the Rhetoric. “It is metaphor above all that gives 
perspicuity, pleasure, and a foreign air” (III, 2). “It must be appropriate 
and not far-fetched,’ 1 but not too obvious either (III, 11). It can make 
things look either better or worse—as when a pirate calls himself a 
“purveyor” or an actor calls himself an artist, or someone else calls the 
actor a flatterer of Dionysus. A metaphor is like a riddle. Metaphors 
should mostly be “derived from things that are beautiful.” “It does 
make a difference, for instance, whether one says ‘rosy-fingered morn,’ 
rather than ‘purple-fingered,’ or, what is still worse, ‘red-fingered’” 
(III, 2). A climax to these obiter dicta and to the whole treatment of 
lexis occurs in Chapters 10 and 11, where metaphor is joined with figures 
of parallel sound and sense and with various verbal deceptions or jokes 
shading into paronomasia or pun. 

“And he strode on, under his feet—chilblains,” whereas the 
hearer thought he was going to say “sandals.” 

The more special qualities the- expression possesses, the smarter 
it appears; for instance, if the words contain a metaphor, and 
a metaphor of a special kind, antithesis, and equality of clauses, 
and actuality. 

“Actuality” or vividness (energeia) 3 is perhaps better taken as a term 
for summing up the effect of rhetorical figures than as a name for an¬ 
other figure on the same footing. But we may say that Aristotle has 
here very shrewdly observed a close relation among rhetorical features 
which are not always or easily seen as so closely related—the logic of 
parallel and distinction, the apparently alien pun or trick with sounds, 
and mediating these extremes the imaginative force of metaphor. He 
has thus come not far from supplying an accurate formula for a long 
tradition of poetical wit. 

Here Britain’s statesmen oft the fall foredoom 
Of foreign Tyrants and of Nymphs at home; 

Here thou, great ANNA! whom three realms obey, 

Dost sometimes counsel take—and sometimes Tea. 

2 Proportion is defined in Ethics V, 3 as “an equality of ratios, implying four 
terms at least.” Sec Rhetoric 111 , 4: “If the goblet is the shield of Dionysus, then the 
shield may properly be called the goblet of Arcs.” 

3 Roman rhetoricians (Dionysius of Halicarnassus, De Lysia , VII; Longinus, 
Peri Hupsoits , XV; Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria VIII, 3, 62) use the term enargeia 
in approximately the same sense. Cf. W. Rhys Roberts, Longinus on the Sitbl'mie 
(Cambridge, i 935 )» PP- * 97 - 8 . 


7 l 


The Verbal Medium: Plato and Aristotle 


VI 

The important thing about both Aristotle and Isocrates as rhetoricians 
is, in brief, that they affirm the power of the word—Aristotle the more 
systematically and analytically, Isocrates the more eloquently. This is 
the point at which to make a brief return to Isocrates for the sake of 
introducing some of his enthusiastic conceptions. According to Isocrates 
eloquence is creative process ( poietikon pragma ), the source of civiliza¬ 
tion, of laws and arts, and of most other human blessings, the mark 
which distinguishes men from the brutes, the instrument and test of 
wisdom. It is the adomcr and transformer of experience, making old 
things new and new things old, the big little and the little big. It is an 
expression of intelligence, a reflection of character, an outward image 
of a true and virtuous soul ( psuches agathes kai pistes eidolon ). 4 The 
rhetorical doctrine made current by Isocrates had been heard before 
from sophists and much earlier had had a more lyric orientation, as in 
the myth of Orpheus taming savage men and beasts by his music, and 
that of Amphion charming stones with his poetry and building the 
Theban walls. 5 It had been aligned with such verbal and poetic interests 
as the allegorical interpretation of Homer rejected by Plato in Book III 
of the Republic or the semi-facetious etymological reasoning about the 
right sense of words, the natural relation between words and things, in 
Plato’s Cratylus. The Stoic Zeno’s Homeric Problems would later es¬ 
tablish the school of allegorical criticism for the post-Aristotelian or 
Hellenistic age; 0 the natural expressiveness of language would be de¬ 
fended by the school of Analogists among the Alexandrian grammarians 
and critics. 7 A commonplace of antiquity, especially among the Stoic 
philosophers, 8 was a doctrine which we may call simply that of the 
Logos —the word as the expression and hence the mold and determina¬ 
tion of reason and intelligence: in a mathematical sense, as in the logos 
of Euclid, in grammatical, etymological, symbolic, excgetic, rhetorical, 
and moral senses—in the grand and synthesizing sense that eloquence 
and wisdom arc inseparable. The relation of this doctrine to literary 
criticism may be hinted by allusion to the earliest extant Greek Gnt7;/- 
?tiar, the sixteen pages of the second-century Dionysius Thrax, a stand¬ 
ard for centuries, in which we ascend through six stages, from accurate 
reading aloud and interpretation of figures of speech, to the crown of 

4 Against the Sophists 12; Nicocles 5-9; Amidosis 254; Pancgyricus 8; all cited 
in Atkins, I, 125-6. 

5 Atkins, I, 13, 29, 127. 

G Atkins, I, 187. 

7 Atkins, I, 184; II, 17. 

8 E. Vernon Arnold, Roman Stoicism (Cambridge, 1911), csp. pp. 128-49. 
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all, the criticism of poetry. The Granrmaticus of this age was scarcely 
the figure for a mid-19th-century Grammarian's Funeral. He was the 
professionally qualified poetannn interpres .* Finally, the doctrine of the 
Logos with all that it implied was a doctrine less dear even to poets 
and grammarians than to statesmen. It was one of the main theoretical 
supports of a life devoted to public leadership. “I am grateful to the 
Stoics,” said Cicero, “for this reason: that they alone of all the philoso¬ 
phers have declared eloquence to be virtue and wisdom.” 1 The debate 
about rhetoric which we have been considering is but an early chapter, 
though an important one, of a controversial history which continues 
through later antiquity, the Middle Ages, and the Renaissance. The 
ancient quarrel between the philosophers and the poets to which Plato 
alludes in the Republic was the same in principle as a later and much 
longer quarrel between dialecticians (in the Platonic sense, philosophers 
tending toward science) and rhetoricians. 2 On the side of the dialecticians 
one might align in one consistent team: Plato, Abelard, Occam, Ramus, 
Descartes. On the side of the rhetoricians, poets and grammarians: 
Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian, Augustine, 3 John of Salisbury, Bonavcn- 
ture, and Richard Hooker. 4 The following retrospective passages in 
the De Oratore of Cicero define the role of Socrates in the long debate 
and the* importance of the whole incident in which Plato, Isocrates, and 
Aristotle were the other chief participants.. 

It was Socrates who . . . separated the ability to think wisely 

from the ability to speak gracefully, though these are naturally 

united—Socrates! the philosopher whose genius and varied con- 

0 Atkins I, 182-3; J- F.. Sandys, A History of Classical Scholarship (Cambridge, 
1921), I, 6-11; Richard McKcon, “The Philosophic Bases of Criticism,” in R. S. 
Crane, Critics atid Criticism, p. 507. 

lii Stoicis hone habco gratienn , quod soli cx omnibus cloquentiam virtntem ac 
sapientiatn esse dixentnt ” (quoted in Arnold, Roman Stoicism , p. 149). Cf. J. S. Wat¬ 
son, Cicero on Oratory and Orators, 1890, p. 210; De Oratore III, 18 . 

2 The Stoic philosopher Zeno made a comparison (recorded in Cicero’s Ora¬ 
tor XXXII, 113) between the concise form of dialectic utterance, a “closed fist,” 
and the expanded expression of rhetoric, an "open palm.” The fact that Stoic phi¬ 
losophers promoted the doctrine of the Logos (or verbal power) but at the same 
time favored a concise and severe dialectic style must be looked on as an anomaly 
arising characteristically enough out of the complex issue concerning verbal style 
and content. Cf. post Chapter 12, our account of Ramism and 17th-century rhetoric. 

3 The theological aspect is well illustrated in this passage from the Adversus 
Praxean of Tcrtullian (about a.d. 213): “This reason is His own thought; this is 
what the Greeks call ‘Logos,’ which word we translate also by ‘speech.*. . . To 
understand it more easily, take knowledge from yourself, I pray you, as from ‘the 
image and likeness’ of God. . . . Sec, when you silently meet with yourself in the 
process of thinking, that this very process goes on within you by reason meeting you 
along with word at every movement of your thought, at every beat of your under¬ 
standing. Whatsoever you think is word; whatsoever you understand is speech” 
(Tertullian Against Praxeas, trans. A. Souter, London, 1920, pp. 36-7, Par. 5). 

* Sec H. M. AlcLuhan, “Edgar Poe’s Tradition,” Sewavee Review, L 1 I (January- 
March, J 944 )» - 4 - 33 - 
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vcrsation Plato’s dialogues have committed to immortality, but 
who himself has left us nothing in writing. Hence arose that 
divorce of the tongue from the heart (discidium illud . . . 
quasi linguae atque cordis), that absurd, needless, and deplorable 
conception, that one set of persons should teach us to think, and 
another should teach us to speak.— De Oratore III, 16 

The ancients, till the time of Socrates, used to combine the 
whole of their study and science pertaining to morality, to the 
duties of life, to virtue, and to civil government, with the art 
of speaking; but afterward, the eloquent being separated by 
Socrates from the philosophic, and the distinction being con¬ 
tinued by all the followers of Socrates, the philosophers de¬ 
spised eloquence, and the orators philosophy. ... the follow¬ 
ers of Socrates excluded the pleaders of causes from their 
own ranks, and from the common title of philosophers—though 
the ancients had been of the opinion that the faculty of speak¬ 
ing and that of understanding were allied in a marvellous har¬ 
mony.— De Oratore III, 19 5 

Aristotle . . . said it was disgraceful that he should remain si¬ 
lent and let Isocrates do all the speaking. He therefore under¬ 
took to equip that philosophy of his with due illustrations and 
ornament and to connect the knowledge of things with skill 
in speaking. This of course came to the notice of that sagacious 
monarch Philip, who summoned Aristotle as a tutor for his son 
Alexander. Let the boy get from the same teacher instructions 
in behavior and in language. 

Now, if anybody desires to call that philosopher who in¬ 
structs us fully in things and words an orator, he may do so 
without opposition from me; or if he prefers to call that orator 
whom I describe as having wisdom united with eloquence a 
philosopher, I shall make no objection. ... If I had to choose 
one of the two, I should prefer uneloquent good sense to 
loquacious folly. But if it be inquired which is the more eminent 
excellence, I give the palm to the learned orator, and if you 
will admit that this person is also a philosopher, there is an 
end of controversy; but if you insist on distinguishing the ora¬ 
tor from the philosopher, the philosopher will be inferior— 
for the .equipment of a complete orator includes the knowl¬ 
edge of the philosopher, but the knowledge of the philosopher 
does not necessarily include the eloquence of the orator.— De 
Oratore III, 35 8 

5 Adapted from J. S. Watson, Cicero on Oratory and Orators (New York, 
1890), pp. 209, 212. 

0 Adapted from J. S. Watson, p. 233. 
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SUPPLEMENT 

This tradition [the oratorical] has been a continuous force in European 
law, letters, and politics from the time of the Greek sophists. It is most con¬ 
veniently referred to as the Ciceronian ideal, since Cicero gave it to St. Augus¬ 
tine and St. Jerome, who in turn saw to it that it has never ceased to influence 
Western society. The Ciceronian ideal as expressed in the De Oratore or in St. 
Augustine’s De Doctrhia Christiana is the ideal of rational man reaching his 
noblest attainment in the expression of an eloquent wisdom. Necessary steps 
in the attainment of this ideal arc careful drill in the poets followed by a pro¬ 
gram of encyclopedic scope directed to the forensic end of political power. 
Thus, the doctns orator is, explicitly, Cicero’s sophistic version of Plato’s phi¬ 
losopher-king. This ideal became the basis for hundreds of manuals written by 
eloquent scholars for the education of monarchs from the fifth century, 
through John of Salisbury and Vincent of Beauvais, to the famous treatises of 
Erasmus and Casdglione. 

So far as America is concerned, this was a fact of decisive importance, 
since Virginia, and the South in general, was to receive the permanent stamp 
of this Ciceronian ideal, ... It is thus no accident that the creative political 
figures of American life have been moulded in the South. Whether one con¬ 
siders Jefferson or Lincoln, one is confronted with a mind aristocratic, legal¬ 
istic, encyclopedic, forensic, habitually expressing itself in the mode of an 
eloquent wisdom. 

New England is in the scholastic tradition, and profoundly opposed to 
“humanism.” Briefly, the theocratic founders of Harvard and rulers of New 
England were Calvinist divines, fully trained in the speculative theology 
which had arisen for the first time in the twelfth century—the product of that 
dialectical method in theology which is rightly associated with Peter Abelard. 
Unlike Luther and many English Protestants, Calvin and his followers were 
schoolmen, opposed to the old theology of the Fathers which Erasmus and 
the humanist-Ciceronians had brought back to general attention after the con¬ 
tinuous predominance of scholastic theology since the twelfth century. To the 
humanists nobody could be a true interpreter of Scripture, a true exponent 
of the philosophi Christi , who had not had a full classical training. So Catholic 
and Protestant schoolmen alike, were, for these men, the “barbarians,” the 
“Goths of the Sorbonne,” corrupting with “modernistic” trash (the schoolmen 
were called the viodemi from the first) the eloquent piety and wisdom of the 
Fathers. (The Fathers were called the “ancients” or antiqui theologi.) 

Harvard . . . originated as a little Sorbonne, where in 1650 the scholastic 
methods of Ockham and Calvin, as streamlined by Petrus Ramus, were the 
staple of education. Logic and dialectics were the basis of theological method, 
as of everything else at Harvard. Here rhetoric was taught, not for eloquence, 
but in order to teach the young seminarian how to rub off the cosmetic tropes 
of Scripture before going to work on the doctrine with dialectical dichoto¬ 
mies. Ramus taught a utilitarian logic, for which he made the same claims as 
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pragmatists do for “scientific method.” In fact, Peirce, James, and Dewey 
could never have been heard of had they not been nurtured in the Speculative 
tradition of the scholastic theologians Calvin and Ramus. 

—H. M. McLuhan, “Edgar Poe’s Tradition,” The Sewanee Review, LII 
(January-March, 1944), 25-8, selected passages, by permission of the au¬ 
thor and The Sewanee Review 


Until Gutenberg, poetic publication meant the reading or singing of one’s 
poems to a small audience. When poetry began to exist primarily on the 
printed page, in the seventeenth century, there occurred that strange mixture 
of sight and sound later known as “metaphysical poetry” which has so much 
in common with modern poetry. 

The printed page was itself a highly specialized (and spatialized) form of 
communication. In 1500 a.d. it was revolutionary. And Erasmus was perhaps 
the first to grasp the fact that the revolution was going to occur above all in the 
classroom. He devoted himself to the production of text-books and to the 
setting up of grammar schools. The printed book soon liquidated two thou¬ 
sand years of manuscript culture. It created the solitary student. It set up the 
rule of private interpretation against public disputation. It established the di¬ 
vorce between “literature and life.” 

Wc have long been accustomed to the notion that a person’s beliefs shape 
and color his existence. They provide the windows which frame, and through 
which he views, all events. We are less accustomed to the notion that the 
shapes of a technological environment are also idea-windows. Every shape 
(gimmick or metropolis), every situation planned and realized by man’s fac- 
tive intelligence, is a window which reveals or distorts reality. Today when 
power technology has taken over the entire*global environment to be manipu¬ 
lated as the material of art, nature has disappeared with nature-poetry. 

From the point of view of its format, the press as a daily cross-section 
of the globe is a mirror of the technological instruments of communication. 
It is the popular daily book, the great collective poem, the universal enter¬ 
tainment of our age. As such it has modified poetic techniques and in turn has 
already been modified by the newer media of movie, radio, and television. 
These represent revolutions in communication as radical as printing itself. 

James Joyce was the first to seize upon newspaper, radio, movie, and 
television to set up his “verbivocovisual” drama in Finnegan's Wake . Pound 
and Eliot are, in comparison with Joyce, timid devotees of the book as art 
form. 

In cognition we have to interiorize the exterior world. We have to recre¬ 
ate in the medium of our senses and inner faculties the drama of existence. 
This is the work of the logos poietikos, the agent intellect. In speech we utter 
that drama which we have analogously re-created within us. In speech we 
make or poet the world even as we may say that the movie parrots the world. 
Languages themselves are thus the greatest of all works of art. They are the 
collective hymns to existence. For in cognition itself is the whole of the po¬ 
etic process. But the artist differs from most men in his power to arrest and 
then reverse the stages of human apprehension. He learns how to embody 
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the stages of cognition (Aristotle’s “plot”) in an exterior work which can be 
held up for contemplation. 

It is only common sense to recognize that the general situation created 
by a communicative channel and its audience is a large part of that in which 
and by which the individuals commune. The encoded message cannot be re¬ 
garded as a mere capsule or pellet introduced at one point and consumed at 
another. Communication is communication all along the line. One might illus¬ 
trate from sports. The best brand of football played before fifty people would 
lack something of the power to communicate. 

What we have to defend today is not the values developed in any particu¬ 
lar culture or by any one mode of communication. Modern technology pre¬ 
sumes to attempt a total transformation of man and his environment. This 
calls in turn for an inspection and defense of all human values. And so far as 
merely human aid goes, the citadel of this defense must be located in analytical 
awareness of the nature of the creative process involved in human cognition. 
For it is in this citadel that science and technology have already established 
themselves in their manipulation of the new media. 

—H. M. McLuhan, “Sight, Sound and the Fury,” The Covnnonweal, LX 

(April 9, 1954), 7-11, selected passages, by permission of the author and 

The Commonweal 


CHAPTER S 


ROMAN CLASSICISM: 
HORACE 


§ Hellenistic criticism —//. the context of the Ars Poedca 
— HI. its weaning: literary genres, Platonic forms, Aris¬ 
totelian decorum, formulas and examples, imitation of 
models — IV. nature and convention, the audience — V. the¬ 
ory and practice in Horace, a modem problem: imperfec¬ 
tion vs. objectivity — VI. (literary ideas in the Satires and 
other Epistles) satire and comedy as poetry, the language 
of poetry, usage, the callida junctura— VII. mediocrity 
in poems — VIII. the structure of the Ars Poetica, Peripa¬ 
tetic topics: matter and form, hedonism and didacticism, 
poet and poem, divine inspiration, genius and technique — 
IX. Augustan studio advice § 


M ore than two centuries of Hellenistic civilization lie 
between Aristotle and the literary theorist who is next to 
claim our attention, the Roman poet Horace, This period, 
during which we hear of literary studies no longer in Athens, but in 
the capital of the Attalids at Pergamum and in that of the Ptolemies 
at Alexandria, is not celebrated for important literary theory. The reason 
is, in one sense, simply that the writings have disappeared. The history 
has to be pieced out inferentially from titles of lost works, from later 
writers like the geographer Strabo, the biographer Plutarch, or the en¬ 
cyclopedist Diogenes Laertius, and from certain very recently recov¬ 
ered papyrus fragments. Yet the reason for the paucity of documents 
in turn would seem to be that the Hellenistic period produced no literary 
theory which could compare in seriousness with that of the fourth cen¬ 
tury in Athens and no literary art which could compare with that of 
the Periclean or that of the Homeric age. It is a period known for his¬ 
torically rigorous studies, formalism, and technicalities, and at the same 
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time for extreme aestheticism, literary novelties, and preciosite. It 
known for genre naturalism and at the same time for romantic fantasy'- 
It was the heyday not only of the grammarian, the scholiast, the philolo- 
gist, but also of the epigrammatist, the idyllist, the “Asiatic” rhetorician. 
The communal interest in religious and patriotic issues which during" 
more ancient times had produced the great genres of drama and epic 
dwindled during the Hellenistic age to an esoteric and merely literary 
cultivation of smaller forms—epigram, elegy, idyll, pastoral, didactic, 
epyllion. Scholar poets developed the utmost nicety in exploring the 
byways of myth. When Apollonius of Rhodes published about the mid¬ 
dle of the third century the four books of his romance epic Argonautica> 
his former instructor Callimachus, the epigrammatist and scholar, led the 
critics of the day in censure of its long-windedness. “I hate the cyclic 
poem,” said Callimachus, “the common road which everyone uses. 
And he said also: “a big book is a big nuisance” ( mega biblion mega 
kakon ) 1 2 The portrait of the age on the historico-critical side can be 
suggested in the production by Callimachus of the massive bio-bibli¬ 
ographical catalogue of the Alexandrian Library, Lists of Illustrious 
Writers and Their Works , in 120 volumes. 3 The century is celebrated 
for the editing and textual criticism of Homer and of the dramatists and 
lyric poets, the most learned laborers in this field having been Zenodotus 
(325-234 b.c.), the first librarian of the Alexandrian Museum, and his later 
contemporaries Eratosthenes, Aristophanes of Byzantium, and Aristar¬ 
chus. Aristarchus, who centuries later was to be known as the first 
“critic” in antiquity (the antitype of Aristotle’s equally eponymous con¬ 
temporary the snarling critic Zoilus), earned his fame by a program 
of studying Homer in the light of the Homeric age, dialect, and idiom. 
In place of the allegorical or symbolic defence (still employed by the 
Stoics in the tradition of Zeno), he introduced the concepts of racial 
childhood, the naively heroic, and the poet as their faithful reporter. 4 
Another way of summing up the Alexandrian period in polite letters is 
to say that it was one of tension between history and criticism, a pro¬ 
longed Quarrel of Ancients and Modems, which, even dimly known as 
it is, forecasts some of the main issues of much later critical history. 

1 Hegesias of Magnesia, who flourished about the middle of the third century, 
was the cnampion of the oratorical school known to modem scholars as the First 
Sophistic. 

2 Atkins, I, 177-9. 

3 Of the same order were a treatise On Comedy in eleven books by Lycophron 
and The Old Attic Comedy in twelve volumes by Eratosthenes. The forty-volume 
History of the Graeco-Roman world by Polybius (c. 210-125 b . c .) was a pioneer 
effort to trace philosophic, political, and social causes. 

4 During the same century Euhemerus of Messina maintained that the Homeric 
gods were apotheosized primidve benefactors of mankind—and thus gave his name 
to the “euhemeristic ,, tradidon of mythic interpretation. 
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II 

At the death of Theophrastus in 287 b.c., the texts of Aristotle’s works 
are said to have passed to a disciple who hid them from the bibliomania 
of the Attalid kings in a cave at Scepsis in the Troad. There they lay 
unknown until about 100 b.c., when they were taken back to Athens. 
From Athens they were taken by the Roman general Marius to Rome 
in 86 b.c. 5 The Peripatetics meanwhile carried on in their own fashion, 
formalizing and fixing the system which Aristotle had sketched. One 
of these was Neoptolemus, a grammarian-poet of Parium in Bithynia, 
whose name is connected with that of Horace by the scholiast Porphyrio 
in the third century a.d. Horace, says Porphyrio in his introductory 
note to the classic Ars Poetica , “epitomized the precepts ( congessit 
praecepta) of Neoptolemus of Parium—or at least the most important 
of them.” The assertion has been verified in modern times by the re¬ 
covery at Herculaneum of some charred papyrus scraps containing a 
partial digest of Neoptolemus in passages from a work On Poems (Peri 
Poematdn) by a first-century Epicurean philosopher Philodemus of Ga- 
dara. c The connection with Horace is made biographically plausible by 
the fact that the papyri were recovered from the villa of Lucius Piso 
Caesonius, Roman consul in 58 b.c. and father of Lucius Calpurnius 
Piso, who in turn was consul in 15 b.c. and father of the two young 
men to whom Horace addressed his epistle on the art of writing. It has 
been easy for historians to imagine the youthful Horace as member of 
a literary coterie attending the “garden school” at Naples, where Philo¬ 
demus was a professor, or gathering at the Herculanean villa of the con¬ 
sul Caesonius to discuss with Philodemus the opposed philosophies of 
Peripatetic utilitarianism and Epicureanism. 

The Epistola ad Pisones (in the next century dubbed Ars Poetica 
by Quintilian, VIII, 3) is a slick piece of writing, produced by Horace 
apparently toward the end of his life (65-8 b.c.) after he was the es¬ 
tablished author of the four books of Odes, one of Epodes , two of 
Satires, and two of Epistles . The whole poetic career of Horace is part 
of an Augustan and patriotic reaction against Alexandrian belletristic 
trends and at the same time against Patrician antiquarianism. But there 
is a great difference in ethical and metaphysical resonance between the 
Ars of Horace and the Poetics of Aristotle or the Phaedrus of Plato. 

5 Atkins, I, 167. The authorities are Strabo, Geography XIII, 1; Plutarch, Life of 
Sulla; Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers , chapters on Aristode and Theo¬ 
phrastus. , „ 

0 Atkins, I, 170; II, 54; and L. P. Wilkinson, Horace and His Lyric Poetry 
(Cambridge, 1945;, pp. 87 ff. The work of Philodemus On Poems appears in the edi¬ 
tion of C. Jensen, Philodemos iiber die Gedichte (funftes Buch ), Berlin, 1923. 
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In the rugged days of the Republic, when high political aims governed 
taste in literature, Cicero had said: “If I had twice as long to live, I 
should have no time to read lyric poetry.” 7 And the soldier dictator 
Caesar had said: “Avoid a curious word as you would a rock.” 8 But 
Horace practised his art in the day of aristocratic and imperial patronage 
and polish, when there was need not so much for powerful speeches 
to decide political issues as for elegant poems to celebrate ancestral 
grandeur, military triumph, peaceful and benevolent sv/ay. The poetry 
and criticism of Horace was part of an Augustan classical movement-— 
back toward the high seriousness, if not the moral intensity, of Greek 
classical art. At the same time Horace had become a refined poet under 
the Epicurean influence of the school at Naples and along with the 
neoteric and Hellenizing coteries of the mid-century. He emerged 
from an Alexandrian atmosphere which may be symbolized equally by 
Catullus’ lament of Lesbia for her sparrow and the sojourn of Cleopatra 
at Rome for the two years preceding the assassination of Caesar. What- 
• ever earnest pleading Horace does is that of a poet for the poet’s 
cause, as in the two long epistles of his Second Book, to Augustus and 
to Florus. His opponents are not politicians, sophists, or philosophers, but 
his fellow poets and various kinds of literary pretenders—the poetasters, 
criticasters, buffoons, libellers, aesthetes, and fops. “The Socratic dia¬ 
logues (Socraticae chartae)” says Horace, “will provide you with ideas.” 
His specialty is not the deep question or the tenacious train of reasoning, 
but the tacit assumption and upon this the neatly erected formula. Yet 
he is, in a way that is curiously his own, eminently worth while. 


Ill 

The main thing assumed in the criticism of Horace is the normative 
value of the literary “species,” 0 the genre, kind, or type, and of the 
companion principle designated by the term “propriety ”—to prepon in 
Aristotelian criticism, decorum in Latin. 1 The ultimate reference for 
both genre and decorum was the Greek doctrine of ideas or forms, 
either in the Platonic or in the Aristotelian version. The Platonic, or 
supposedly Platonic, perfect idea of a thing had by the time of Horace 
developed a literary application which may be conveniently illustrated 
in these passages from Cicero’s Orator. 

When that great artist [Phidias] was working on a statue of 

Jupiter or Miners, he was not trying to copy an actually exist¬ 
ing model but was intent on some vision of perfect beauty 

7 Seneca, Epistles XLIX, 5; Atkins, II, 44. 

8 Aulus Gellius, Noctes Atticae I, 10; Atkins, II, 53. 

9 As it was accurately called in English criticism of the 18th century. 

1 Cicero, Orator XXI. 
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( species pulchritudinis eximia qaaedam). By that he directed 
his hand and chisel. And just as visible forms and figures each 
participate in a certain perfection or excellence, an intelligible 
ideal by reference to which the artist transcends mere ocular 
experience, so eloquence has its ideal, which we conceive in 
our minds and attempt to copy in audible words. These forms 
of things were called ideas by that eminent philosopher, that 
master of thought and speech, Plato. He said that they were an 
innate part of our minds and did not, like all other things, 
suffer beginning and end, flux and lapse, continual passage from 
one state to another. It follows that whatever topic a person 
undertakes to discuss rationally and methodically, he ought to 
reduce it to its ultimate and proper character and form. 

I confess that I myself have learned whatever I may know 
about the art of oratory not from the workshops of the rhet¬ 
oricians but from the spacious walks of the Academy.— Orator 
II—III, 9-10, 12 

A fairly specific encouragement for such a literary doctrine had ac¬ 
tually been given by Aristotle in those passages of his Poetics where 
he said that tragedy having passed through many stages of growth 
( pollas metabolas metabalousa) had reached its final and perfect stage, 
and where he said that characters should be true to life and internally 
consistent—or in those passages of the Rhetoric where he insisted that 
style should be appropriate to theme, or where he spoke of the differ¬ 
ences between poetic and prose style and of the three main oratorical 
styles (matching the three main types of oratorical purpose), forensic, 
deliberative, epideictic. By the time of Horace, such notions had under¬ 
gone a marked development in the subdivision and multiplication of 
fixed literary types and had acquired a nearly legislative prestige. In¬ 
stead of the three literary genres, epic, tragedy and comedy, which are 
mainly treated by Aristotle, we have in the time of Horace a spectrum 
of genres including epic, tragedy, comedy, lyric, pastoral, satire, elegy, 
and epigram. 2 The aim of criticism was to expound for each of these 
types an operis lex 3 and its corollaries. 

Horace begins his Ars Poetica with the negatively Aristotelian ex¬ 
ample of a mixed species, a beautiful woman sporting a fishtail, and 
after laughing at this, adds his sufficiently generalized but nonetheless 

2 Cf. Horace, Satires I, 10; Epistles II, 2; Ars Poetica 73; J. F. D’Alton, Roman 
Literary Theory and Criticism (London, 1931), Ch. VI. 

3 Ars Poetica 135. The edition of Horace mainly consulted here is that of 
the Loeb Classical Library: Satires 9 Epistles and Ars Poetica , ed. H. Rushton Fair- 
clough, Cambridge, Mass., 1936; The Odes and Epodes , ed. C. E. Bennett, Cambridge, 
Mass., 1934. For a few longer passages, the “imitations” of Alexander Pope appear in 
lieu of translations. The prose paraphrases of shorter passages are the work of the 
present authors. 
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memorable advice about purple patches and unity. “Make it anything 
at all, so long as it hangs together” (Sit quod vis y simplex dwniaxat et 
unum), A long middle section of the poem, devoted in a rambling 
fashion to the history and rules of literary genres, manages to formulate 
a good many very explicit instructions: 

Five acts, no more, no less. 

Neve minor neusit quinto productior actu 
fabula. 189 

Only three speakers at a time. 

. . . nec quarta loqui persona labor et. 192 
Scenes of butchery offstage. 
ne pueros cora?n populo Medea trucidet . 185 

Plunge right in. 

Semper ad eventum festhiat et in medias res. 148 
Hexameter verse for war poems. 

Res gestae reguvtque ducumque et tristia bella 

quo scribi possent numero y ?nonstravit Homenis. 73-4 

Along with such rules come the more interesting gallery of capsule 
character types, from carefree boy to crotchety old man, “ full of diffi¬ 
culties and complaints, the encomiast of days gone by” ( difficilis y queru - 
lus, laudator temporis acti y 173)—and the formulas for historical fig¬ 
ures, like the well-known thumbnail sketch of Achilles: “restless, wrath¬ 
ful, ruthless, fierce” ( i?npiger y iracundus , inexorabilis, acer y 121). A very 
reasonable corollary of the doctrines of decorum and genre had been a 
shift from the Aristotelian mimesis of nature to the fully classical and 
traditional kind of imitation, 4 that of models, a matter nicely epitomized 
by Horace: 

Be Homer’s works your study and delight, 

Read them by day, and meditate by night. 

vos exemplaria Graeca 
noctuma versate manu y versate diuma. —268-9 


IV 

We have already suggested that it is one thing to make neatly turned 
pronouncements of this sort—perhaps even with semi-playful amusement 

4 George Converse Fiske, Lucilius and Horace (Madison, 1920), Chapter I; 
Richard McKeon, in MP y 2 QQQV (August 1936), 1-35. The imitation of models 
was consistent with the notion, occasionally expressed in classical antiquity and in 
the later age of neo-classicism, that primary topics of literary imitation had already 
all been imitated. Thus: nullunist iam dictum quod non dictum sit prius (Terence, 
Eunuchus , L 41); ornnis ad accessus Heliconis semita trita est (Manilhis, Astronovuca 
III, ProL). Cf. post Ch. 10, pp. 178-81; Ch. 12, pp. 234-5; Ch. 15, pp. 326-7. 
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in the so tidy control of a situation—another to entertain a profound 
rationale in support of them or to be able to expound this. One question 
which modern scholars have asked about the critical assumptions of 
Horace is whether the notion of decorum entertained by him refers to 
something intrinsic to the nature of things or to something established 
by human convention. 5 This question can hardly be answered without 
one’s taking some notice of a more general and more important ques¬ 
tion—that of how conventions in general are related to nature. Does the 
convention of a man’s opening a door for a lady, or the salutation dear 
at the beginning of a letter, have any rightness in nature? Are these any 
better than others that might be imagined? There is little direct evidence 
of what Horace thought about this difficult question. His criticism does, 
however, offer a good example of the thorough interpenetration of na¬ 
ture and convention in the classical literary tradition. One recent way 
of stating the matter has been to say that the decorum of Horace is 
something affectively and socially oriented—toward the taste and stand¬ 
ards of the aristocratic theater audience of his day rather than toward 
an Aristotelian or natural objectivity. 8 Does not the Ars Poetica allude 
to this audience repeatedly? 

Both highbrow and lowbrow will raise the loud guffaw. 

Romani tollent equites peditesque cachimium. 113 

Take my advice—I know what your public wants. 

Tu quid ego et populus me cum desideret audi . 153 

The orchestra will be harder to please than the peanut gallery. 
offenduntur enint, quibus est equus et pater et res 7 
nec, si quid fricti ciceris probat et nucis e?nptor, 
aequis accipiunt animis donantve corona. 248-50 

But such an argument, we venture to suggest, lays too much theoretical 
stress on what can more plausibly be taken as only the most convenient 
and dramatic way of impressing young literary aspirants with the ideas 
of success and failure. The peanut gallery may cheer. The literati will 
laugh. Such are always among the possible rewards of trying to write 
poetry. But rewards do not constitute definitions. Horace himself has 
implied as much, in his Epistle to Augustus , where he despises the play¬ 
wright’s dependence on a public* and in his tenth Satire, where he 
asserts the sophistication of his satirical standard. 

Never mind what the mob thinks—“fit audience find, though 
few.” 

5 Craig LaDriere, review of Wolf Steidle, Studien zur Ars Poetica des Horaz, 
1939, in American Journal of Philology , LXIII (April, 1942), 2 4 *~ 3 * 

6 R. S. Crane, review of Paul F. Saintonge et alHorace ; Three Phases of His 
Influence , Chicago, 1936, in Philological Quarterly XVI (April, 1937)»162-3. 
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• . . neque te ut miretur turba labores, 

contentus paucis lectoribus . 73-4 

“Let but Plotius and Varius approve of these verses. . . Horace ap¬ 
peals to an audience selected not by social or political standards but 
just by literary standards—to his fellow poets and his literary friends, 
to Maecenas and the other patrons and arbiters of the day. This proce¬ 
dure may be close to the fallacy which in our day C. S. Lewis has 
amusingly* imputed to T. S. Eliot, 7 of crowning and mitring himself 
king and pope of pointland. (On Eliot’s view that only a poet can judge 
of poetry, it must be only as a poet that he knows that his judges are 
poets and hence competent judges of his own poetry.) But it is a 
procedure which is the opposite of sociological. It is the opposite of an 
appeal to any decorum, or convention, established merely by the taste 
of the Roman gentlemen. 


V 

Another difficulty in interpreting Horace (rather a biographical than a 
strictly critical difficulty) may arise if we observe that some of his 
neatly turned dicta are not very readily squared with his own practice 
as a poet. His Odes and Epodes, for instance, are far too varied and 
original in their union of meter and matter to be accountable to such 
rules of the Ars Poetica as those which say that anger should be ex¬ 
pressed in iambs, that only gods, sporting events, young love and the 
banquet should be treated in lyric meters. There is no place in the Ars 
Poetica for a facetious lyric like the Horatian Integer vitae, beginning 
with its over-confident claims for the man of sterling character (“he 
needs no barbaric armory ”—non eget Mauris jaculis) and ending with 
the poet’s lighthearted determination to keep thinking fondly of his 
Dulcinea no matter what happens (dulce ridentem Lalagen amabo, dulce 
loquentem ). A scholar writing early in this century, and perhaps in a 
mood of over-responsiveness to the triumphant aesthetic of Benedetto 
Croce, has defended the practice of Horace against the theory of 
Horace in the following manner: 

It was the settled practice of the Renaissance that classical 
poetry should be regarded as the achievement of objective per¬ 
fection; a practice which has had the most disastrous conse¬ 
quences. The very name of the “humanities” forbids that they 
be tried by the criterion of impeccability. ... a genuine poem 
is not a machine, and is always subjective. 


r yi Preface to “Paradise Lost' (Oxford, 1942)1 pp. 9 -”. 
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Integer vitae has long been felt to present difficulties. It begins 
like a hymn with the more or less solemn proclamation of the 
poet’s inviolability, and ends with . . . gaiety. 8 

The alignment of ideas implicit, or even largely explicit, in this passage 
makes a curious antithesis. Objectivity, perfection or impeccability , and 
the machine go together as unpoetic and apparently almost equivalent, 
and in the opposite or poetic scale, subjectivity (and implicitly imper¬ 
fection) and spontaneity . By. such a division the only term which gains 
anything is imperfection x and this is a gain which poetry may not be 
grateful to find transferred to itself. The charm of the lyric Integer 
vitae for this critic lies in the supposed fact that its ending is an after¬ 
thought, “purely decorative,” connected to the beginning by very slight 
ties (though he says that this ending is “appropriate to the theme”). 
The difficulty might not have occurred had the critic noticed that In¬ 
teger vitae does not in fact begin with the solemnity of a hymn (though 
it has been mistakenly set to hymn music) but with a playful exaggera¬ 
tion which is perfectly in keeping with its conclusion—and with its 
even more preposterous middle stanza, about a wolf that fled from the 
poet in the Apulian woods. It is perhaps stretching the evidence to say 
with another modem interpreter that the theory of decorum expounded 
by Horace is flexible enough to account entirely for his own practice. 
An organic, a vital, coherency, a beauty neither less nor more 
dependent on the adaptation (not ruthless subjugation) of 
means to ends than is the beauty of the creations of Nature 
herself, is the ideal pointed to by the school of criticism prop¬ 
erly called Classic. 9 

Such a view does, however, have the advantage that it avoids the critical 
nonsense of applauding Horace for imperfections. 

I am annoyed when I come across mistakes in a classic like 
Homer, indignor quandoque bonus dormitat Homerus.—Ars 
Poetica 359 

And such a view finds added support when we survey not only certain 
passages in the Ars Poetica which tell against taking the rules too 
seriously but other more casually critical passages in the Satires and 
Epistles. 


VI 

There are places, we might say, where the conservative critical theory 
of Horace frays out or blurs into his actual practice, places where he is 

8 Roy Kenneth Hack, “The Doctrine of Literary Forms,” Harvard Studies in 

Classical Philology , XXVII (1916)* 35 -*« . , x „ * 

9 A. Y. Campbell, Horace , A New Interpretation (London, 1924)1 P- 2 5 $. 
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less on guard as a theorist and mainly on the alert to catch every shade 
of advantage in writing the poet’s apologia. Thus in the Epistle to Au¬ 
gustus he defends the innovating poets of his own circle against the 
archaizing snobbery and faddism of the patrician audience. And this in¬ 
volves him in the view that the classics were in their own day innova¬ 
tions. 

Had ancient times conspired to disallow 
What then was new, what had been ancient now? 

Quod si tom Graecis novitas invisa fuisset 
quam nobis , quid nunc esset vetus? 90-1 


And we have the curious side look at Horace’s theory of decorum which 
is provided through Satires I, 4 and 10, where he appears as if struggling, 
though scarcely in any theoretical anguish, with the opposed facts that 
satire had been a parvenu, a latter-day genre and a low one, but that to 
have invented it, as Lucilius did in the second century, was a great thing. 
Horace considers himself to be less than the inventor (inventore mi¬ 
nor), though at the, same time he can be scornful of Lucilius for his 
lack of polish and proud of himself for having added this quality. As 
Aristotle distinguished the abusive fun of Old Comedy from the witty 
innuendo of the New, Horace prefers the liberal polite jest and the 
shaded style, by turns grave and gay (modo tristi , saepe jocoso ), to the 
harsher and coarser, the careless, satire of Lucilius written two hundred 
lines at a breath, “standing on one foot.” (In hora saepe ducentos 9 ut 
magnum, versus dictabat stans pede in uno . I, 4, l.io.) A fairly strict the¬ 
ory of decorum begins to operate no doubt where Horace gives up the 
defence of both himself and Lucilius as poets, saying that satire is after 
all not poetry at all—not noble enough—just words put together in verse 
though they might as well be in prose (sermoni propiora , I, 4, I.42). 1 The 
name for his satires is in fact “Talks,” “Causeries”— Sermones? To sup¬ 
port this humility, Horace is even willing to countenance the question, 
raised by some others, whether comedy is or is not poetry—for it lacks 
fire and force both in words and matter (quod acer spiritus ac vis nec 
verbis nec rebus inest. I, 4,11. 45-6). There is evidence in the Epistle to 
Augustus, however, and in the Ars Poetica , that Horace actually consid¬ 
ered comedy when it was polished, like that of Menander and Terence 
(scarcely that of Plautus), to be real poetry. Satire too, if we allow our¬ 
selves the indulgence of speculating about what Horace most sincerely 
thought, probably stood a little higher in his estimation than the tactical 


1 Cf. H. R. Fairclough, “Horace’s View of the Relations between Satire and 
Comedy,” American Journal of Philology , XXXIV (1913), 186, 190; G. L. Hen¬ 
drickson, “Horace, Serm. I, 4: A Protest and a Programme,” American Journal of 
Philology , XXI (1900), 

2 Lucilius had used the term sermones of his own satires (Fairclough, loc. ctt. } 
pp 187 191). In Satire II, 6, L 17 Horace is content to be inspired by a musa pedestris. 
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modesty of his apologia would indicate. He concludes his confession 
with an evasion. “Some other time we’ll see whether this kind of writing 
is true poetry or not” {alias justum sit necne poema . . • genus hoc 
scribendi . I, 4, 11. 63-5). 

The least rigid of all Horatian doctrines is that concerning the low 
and the lofty in language. Here we see the idea of decorum placed in 
the most softening and concessive light. Horace pays his notable respects 
to dignity and splendor of diction in a passage of his Epistle to Flows 
often quoted in neo-classic times—for instance, as the motto of Samuel 
Johnson’s Dictionary: 

at qui legitimum cupiet fecisse poema, 
cum tabulis animum censoris sumet honesti; 
audebit, quaecunque parum splendoris habebunt 
et sine pondere erunt et honore indigna ferentur 
verba movere loco, quamvis invita recedant 
et versentur adhuc intra penetralia Vestae; 
obscurata diu populo bonus eruet atque 
proferet in lucem speciosa vocabula rerum, 
quae priscis inemorata Catonibus atque Cethegis 
nunc situs informis premit et deserta vetustas; 
adsciscet nova, quae genitor produxerit usus. 

—Epistle II, 2, 11 . iogff. 

In the adaptation of Pope: 

But how severely with themselves proceed 
The men who write such Verse as we can read? 

Their own strict Judges, not a word they spare 
That wants or force, or light, or weight, or care, 

Howe’er unwillingly it quits its place, 

Nay tho’ at Court (perhaps) it may find grace: 

Such they’ll degrade; and sometimes, in its stead. 

In downright Charity revive the dead; 

Mark where a bold expressive phrase appears, 

Bright thro’ the rubbish of some hundred years; 

Command old words that long have slept, to wake, 

Words, that wise Bacon, or brave Raleigh spake; 

Or bid the new be English, ages hence, 

(For Use will father what’s begot by Sense). 

It is a plea for coinages and revivals almost the opposite in emphasis from 
those cautious words of Pope in his own Essay on Criticism recommend¬ 
ing the mean between the old-fashioned and the new-fangled. 

In words, as fashions, the same rule will hold; 

Alike fantastic, if too new, or old: 
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Be not the first by whom the new are tried, 

Nor yet the last to lay the old aside. II, 333 

In Satire I, io Horace has his fun at the expense of the affected neoterics 
who salted their Latin with Greek (At magnum fecit , quod verbis 
Graeca Latinis miscuit , 20), but in the Ars Poetica he recognizes the 
principle (later rampant in vernacular poetics of the Renaissance) that 
a language may be enriched by adaptations from one older and more im¬ 
pressive: 

Newly coined words will get by if they are taken from the 
Greek, a few at a time. 

et nova fictaque nuper habebunt verba fide?n, si 
Graeco fonte cadent parce detorta . 52-3 

Yet Alexander Pope probably considered the passage quoted above from 
his Essay on Criticism Horatian enough in spirit—and he was not far 
wrong. The double principle of decorum and fertility which appears in 
the last line of Johnson’s Dictionary motto (quae genitor produxerit 
usus) may not express the emphatic idea of the whole passage, but it 
still expresses something central to Horace’s view of language, an im¬ 
plicit key or point of control. Horace takes the middle way, that of liv¬ 
ing, speech. Both with regard to obsolescence, the passing away of fine 
old words, and with regard to revivals, the norm is usage. 3 Usage is the 
final court of appeal. 

Many words that have perished will be reborn, and many will 
perish that now live respected—if Usage says so. Usage is judge 
and law and rule of speech. 

multa renascentur quae jam cecidere y cadentque 

quae nunc sunt in honore vocabula (the hexameter falls with 

a wistful cadence), si volet usus } 

quern penes arbitrium est et jits et norma loquendi. Ars Poetica 
70-2 

The Horatian doctrine of usage—steering between Attic purism on the 
one hand and on the other aristocratic archaizing and macaronic Hel- 
lenizing—defines the vital speech of a satirist, a social poet of everyday 
words (sermoni propiora). This is the more remarkable when we con¬ 
sider the degree of formal codification at which contemporary rhetoric 
had arrived. Such a view of the poetic idiom owes something, no doubt, 
to the kind of humility which is seen also in the Horatian apology, or 

* In the third-century debate between Analogies and Anomalists to which we 
have referred above (Chapter 4)1 Horace would have been among the latter, the 
sceptics about any natural fitness of words for things. 
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mock apology, for the satiric genre. The view can scarcely be separated 
either from the realist theory of comedy coming down from Aristotle 4 
and expressed for Augustan Rome in the Ciceronian phrases (preserved 
by Donatus) comoedia . . . imitatio vitae, speculum consuetudinis , 
imago veritatis . 5 In his Epistle to Augustus (168-70) Horace advances 
in defence of comedy the argument that, although its everyday materials* 
are easy enough to come by, yet the comic writer’s task is an especially 
exacting one because his descriptions of life are so easily held to account 
(habet Comoedia tanto plus oneris, quanto veniae minus). Despite the 
fact that the Ars Poetica says so much about epic and drama, even not¬ 
ing satyr plays and stage music, 6 and despite the modest claim for satire 
which we have quoted, the satire and epistle and the conversational lyric 
are the Horatian genres. It is through these that the more general in¬ 
sights of Horace into poetry are focussed—as those of Aristotle were 
focussed through the theatrical genres of tragedy and comedy. For in a 
wider sense Horace does define the idiom of all poetry. As a modem 
poet has put it, in all solemnity: 

The word neither diffident nor ostentatious, 

An easy commerce of the old and the new, 

The common word exact without vulgarity, 

The formal word precise but not pedantic. 7 

Add to this conception of idiom another conception, casually asserted 
by Horace, that of “order and juncture”—the “cunning juncture” of 
words {series juncturaque , callida junctura—Ars Poetica , 242, 47), and 
we recognize the precept of the cliche-breaker, the mind persistently on 
the verge of metaphor. 

I’ll give a twist to the familiar that will make anybody think 
he could do the same—but he will waste his perspiration if he 
tries. 

ex noto fictum carmen sequar , ut sibi quivis 

speret idem, sudet multum frustraque laboret ausus idem . 240-2 


VII 

One of the most widely read amateurs of criticism in recent times, 
G. E. B. Saintsbury, called Horace’s Ars Poetica a treatise De Medio - 
4 Cf. ante Chapter 3. 

8 Atkins, II, 38; H. R. Fairclough, American Journal of Philology , XXXIV, 183. 
Cf. ante Chapter 3, p. 50. 

6 A fact which has been taken to argue the construction of the Ars Poetica 
upon a Hellenistic model (Atkins, II, 71-2). 

7 T. S. Eliot, Little G id ding, V. 
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critate. To inquire into the justice of this disparagement would be to 
raise again, as with Hack, the question whether perfection (of precisely 
turned idiomatic speech) is the contrary of poetic force and a check 
upon it or is not rather its appropriate channel and its only realization. 
But Saintsbury’s viot , set against certain conspicuous features of Horace’s 
poem, may remind us of another perennial question for criticism. An 
academic wit of our own day has observed that pretty good poetry is 
like pretty good eggs. In the 18th century, when James Boswell once 
argued, for the sake of argument, that “poetry of a middle sort was en¬ 
titled to some esteem,” Samuel Johnson retorted that since poetry is a 
luxury and there is no necessity for our having it at all, it can have no 
value unless exquisite. 8 The perennial inclination of both critic and poet 
toward a kind of perfectionism, perhaps snobbishness, which sets them 
apart from producers and critics in other fields, even in some of the other 
arts, poses, besides social and editorial problems, a difficult critical prob¬ 
lem. If there is some sort of absolute difference between the poem which 
is really a poem and that which is not—if there are no middle grounds, 
as there are with most human values, no shades of goodness, grace, and 
nourishment—why is this so? Is it so? We shall see the opposite implica¬ 
tion in some of the most metaphysical defences of aesthetic value. The 
point here is that the tradition of perfectionism has one of its most in¬ 
sistent formulas in the Ars Poetica of Horace—not only in the whole 
drift of the treatise, its plenary range of decorums, but in the celebrated 
dictum: “Neither gods nor mortals—nor booksellers—have any use for 
the middling poet.” 

mediocribns esse poetis 

non homines , non di> non concessere colimmae. 372-3 

If Horace’s treatise was De Mediocritate , this was jurely not according 
to his own conception. And it is in fact only by the odd equation “Per- 
fection= Mediocrity” that one can make it so. Nevertheless, it is one of 
the curiosities of critical history, perhaps symptomatic of a deeply 
founded and irreconcilable paradox, that this equation has often been as¬ 
sumed—and not necessarily in opposition to high ideals but apparently 
in support of them. We shall see a classical source of the equation in our 
next chapter. 


VIII 

If one were looking for an ironic illustration of the doctrine of genres, 
it could most readily be found in the fact that classical scholars have 
seriously debated the question whether the Ars Poetica is to be taken as 

8 Boswell’s Life , April 10, 1775. 



91 Roman Classicism: Horace 

a theoretical treatise (a formal poetics ), or as an introductory and prac¬ 
tical guide (an isagoge ), or, its haphazard sequence of topics considered, 
as merely an epistle to a friend. 9 As a critical question this may be readily 
dismissed for its utter vacuity. It may have some historical or genetic 
sense—what genre would Horace, if asked, have said that he was writ¬ 
ing? The fact is that the poem presents a rather random structure—it 
tends itself to be an instance of beautiful woman shading into fish 
(. . . in piscem mulier Formosa supeme ). It can scarcely be invoked to 
illustrate its own dictum: 

a place for everything and everything in its place. 

ut iam nunc dicat iam nunc debentia did . 43 

“Horace still charms with graceful negligence and without method talks 
us into sense.” 1 So far as one can discern an overall order, it is roughly 
this: Lines 1-72 present a miscellaneous bundle of topics: purple patches, 
unity, brevity, writing within one’s own powers, order of ideas, verbal 
usage, —all of which might be conceived under some such head as poesis, 
the qualities that go into poems, the common sinews. Lines 73-294 speak 
of various genres, their history, decorum, and rules—the form of the 
whole poem itself— poema . Lines 295-476 tell some jokes about poets 
and give some partly jocular good advice about what to do and what not 
to do in being a poet; they present a miscellaneous bundle of ideas about 
poeta. This threefold division is one of the main resemblances which 
Horace is thought to show to the Peripateticism of Neoptolemus rather 
than to the more simplified Epicureanism of Philodemus. It is a division 
deriving from two distinctions which had been made by theoretical crit¬ 
ics with increasing explicitness from early times: that between the mat¬ 
ter (or statement) of poetry and its poetic “form,” and that between the 
poem and the poet. The first of these distinctions we have seen enter¬ 
tained by Aristotle, but with a restraint dictated by his basic view that 
the residence of forms is only in concrete things. The threefold arrange¬ 
ment of Neoptolemus, his poiesis (matter), poieina (form), poietes (poet) 
—was more clearly divisive—though of course Neoptolemus, like most 
Hellenists, asserted that “matter” and “form” were alike important. 2 As 
the emphasis fell on “form” or on “matter”, one other thing had usually 
been decided in Hellenistic criticism—the question whether the function 
of poetry is hedonistic or didactic—whether the correct view is the Io¬ 
nian and Homeric, that the aim of poetry is pleasure through enchant¬ 
ment, or the Boeotian and Hesiodic, that it is teaching. Stoic philosophers 
held more or less consistently to the contentual or didactic view. Profes- 

9 R. K. Hack, loc . cit., pp. 9-10. 

1 Scaliger was to call the poem “an art written without art.” Heinsius transposed 
passages to improve it. Atkins , IL 69. 

2 Atkins, I, 170-3. 








Literary Criticism: A Short History 92 

sional scholars and critics, like Heracliodorus and Eratosthenes, dwelt on 
diversion and the enchantment of beautiful words. But Horace’s model 
Neoptolemus adopted what we may call a Peripatetic compromise, Ar¬ 
istotelian in spirit but more specific than Aristotle, 3 the doctrine that 
the aim of poetry is twofold, to charm and at the same time to be a use¬ 
ful teacher. 4 It is this adjustment of the issue, the hedonistic-pedagogic 
compromise, which we find in one of the passages of the Ars Poetica 
most often quoted by-posterity. “Either a poet tries to give good ad¬ 
vice, or he tries to be amusing—or he tries to do both. ... A mixture 
of pleasure and profit appeals to every reader—an equal administration 
of sermon and tickle.” 

Aut prodesse volunt out delectare poetae 

out swtul et iucunda et idonea dicere vitae . 333-4 

ovine tulit punctvm qui wiscuit utile dulci , 
lectorem delectando pariterque monendo . 343-4 

The second main distinction which enters into the threefold divi¬ 
sion of the Ars Poetica } that between poem and poet, is one with which 
we have already been concerned in several earlier places—in alluding to 
the personal invocations of the muse by Homer and Hesiod, in discuss¬ 
ing the semi-ironic retreat by Socrates from the analysis of poetry to the 
theia moira (divine dispensation) or magnetic irradiation of the poet 
himself. The Odes of Horace offer enough evidence that the poet’s di¬ 
vine inspiration was still a current concept—if perhaps largely a tacit 
myth or poetical figure. But divine inspiration bears a close resemblance 
to another mysterious thing, that which is often called “genius” or a 
natural gift. A different version of the antithesis poet-poem occurs in 
Pindar’s contention that poetry is nature ( phna , not techne ), in Aris¬ 
totle’s passing word about the poet’s special sensibility ( Poetics XVII), 
in the remarks dropped in his Rhetoric to the effect that certain things 
are to be learned either by native insight or by technical training (I, i; 
III, i), and in the four requirements for good rhetoric named by Isoc¬ 
rates: native ability ( pbusis ), practice ( epimeleia ), technical knowledge 
(episteme ), and imitation of models. 5 An intimate correspondence be¬ 
tween the character of the verbal artist and the worth of his utterance 
was a reiterated doctrine of antiquity which received such neat epitomes 
as the Stoic definition of an orator, “a morally good verbal technician” 

3 Aristotle, despite the cathartic clause in his theory, had indicated that the 
aim of each kind of fine art is to give the pleasure proper to it (Poetics XIV). 

4 Atkins, I, 175-7- Cf. the Lucrctian figure of bitter medicine in the honeyed 
cup (De Renan Natura I, 936-50) and the ancient definition quoted in Strabo’s 
Geography I, 2: poetry is “a primitive philosophy guiding our morals, our tastes, 
and our actions.” 

5 Atkins, I, 127-8. 
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(vir bonus dicendi peritus), 6 or the statement of the younger Seneca 
that a man’s oratory could be no better than his life (talis homimvm 
oratio qualis vita ). 7 It is this branch of the doctrine, rather than that re¬ 
ferring to divine inspiration, which appears in the Peripatetic arrange¬ 
ment: poiesis, poiema , poietes. But apparently poietes, on any terms, lent 
himself much less readily to formal analysis than did his product. 
Ncoptolemus is able to observe that native gifts ( dunarms he poietike) 
as well as technical skill ( techne ) are requisite. He can distinguish be¬ 
tween the technically skilful writer and the bom poet. 9 And this was 
about all anybody had been able to say about the poet himself as distinct 
from his poems. Perhaps even this distinction between genius and tech¬ 
nique was no more than a translation of the initial distinction, from 
which it stemmed, that between poet and poem. A fragment ascribed to 
Simylus, 0 a didactic poet, probably of the Hellenistic period, reduces the 
issue to absurdity by asserting that neither genius ( phusis ) nor art 
(techie ) is any good alone, nor both together without practice (vielete), 
good luck ( kairos euphues) and a well-disposed critic ( krites). 

IX 

The Ars Poetica of Horace is a climax to all this history in the neat com¬ 
pression of his statement about a choice that was no choice at all. “Peo¬ 
ple like to ask whether a good poem comes natural or is produced by 
craft. So far as I can see, neither book-learning without a lot of inspira¬ 
tion nor unimproved genius can get very far. The two things work to¬ 
gether and need each other.” 

Natura fieret laudabile carmen an arte , 
quaesitum est: ego nec studium sine divite vena 
nec nide quid prosit video ingenhmi; alterius sic 
altera poscit opem res et coniurat amice . 408-11 

For Horace neither the distinction between poem and poet nor that be¬ 
tween ars and ingenium was very rigorous, as may be seen indeed in the 
number of rather mixed statements which he contrived to make about 
the poet, a few of them even in the first two sections of the Ars , sections 
which are ostensibly concerned with poetry and poems. Shortly after 
the advice about brevity running the danger of obscurity ( brevis esse 
labor0, obscurus fio), comes that about knowing our own limitations 

6 Preserved from a lost treatise on rhetoric by the* elder Cato (Atkins, II, 16). 
The same source gives us the memorable advice about content and form: rem tene , 
verba sequevtur. 

1 Letters to Lucilius , CXIV, 16; Atkins, II, 168, 325. Such ideas were given a 
reverse twist by Epicurus: the wise man would “live poems’* rather than write them. 

8 \tkins, I, 173. 

9 Preserved by Scobacus (aj>. c. 500) in his Florileghmi; Atkins, I, 180. The 
fragment is quoted by Ben Jonson in his Discoveries. 
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(Sumite viateriam vestris , qui scribitis , aequam viribus , 38-9). After the 
history of the tragic and comic genres, comes “patience and revision” 

( limae labor et mora , 291 ).* Almost the whole third section of the poem 
is of course not theory of poetry at all but theory of being a poet (if we 
may take the liberty of turning some of Horace’s satirical descriptions 
into terms of advice): Don’t be a Bohemian; a bath won’t wash off your 
inspiration. Read Socrates and get wisdom. Too bad for your poetic 
chances if you have been exposed to the standard Roman commercial 
education. Be careful, but not paralysed with, scruples ( non ego paucis 
offeiidar maculis ). Aim at the top ( mediocribus esse poetis . . .) Dont 
force your inspiration ( Tu nihil invita dices faciesve Minerva). Don’t 
rush into print ( nomimque prematur in annum). Remember the glorious 
history of poetry, its sacred function. Don’t take the praise of your 
friends and retainers too seriously. Get the advice of an honest critic— 
and follow it. Be steady, the best poet is not the mad one. The conclud¬ 
ing paragraph of Horace’s eipstlc, an almost Rabelaisian portrait of the 
crazy poet—victim of the itch ( scabies ), of the king’s disease ( morbus 
regius ), of some frantic hallucination (; fanaticus error), or of lunacy 
(iracunda Diana), or perhaps a man who has defiled ancestral ashes or 
disturbed a consecrated spot—shows how far the sophisticated Augustan 
age had moved away from the ancient theory of the poet as a vessel of 
Dionysiac enthusiasm. 1 2 The Horatian view of poetic inspiration lies in 
the field of author-psychology and professional strategy. 

The Ars Poetica of Horace is a nice melange of objective and crit¬ 
ical rules with snatches of studio wisdom. Keep your pencils sharpened, 
carry a pocket notebook, drink a pint of beer with lunch, go walking in 
the country, listen to the muse when she speaks, recollect your emotions 
in tranquillity, revise carefully, take your time in publishing. It is no der¬ 
ogation from such statements to say that they are not strictly parts of 
criticism. In the Ars Poetica of Horace they are, despite the random 
structure of the poem, not actually in great danger of being confused 
with criticism. One of the advantages of the aphoristic style is that its 
ideas tend to stay detached and clean. The implications of a given 
dictum do not operate very far in any direction. 


1 The oft-quoted “si vis me fiere , dolendum est prhnum ipsi tibi 102-3* is not 
in its context a genetic rule. It refers to the roles of tragic characters, Tclephus or 
Peleus. 

2 *Cf. Persius, Prologue to Satires; Lucian, Discussion with Hesiod. 
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SUPPLEMENT 

THE SONNET 

Sir,— The sonnet has a universally accepted rhythm, beat, rhyme and number 
of lines. The rules apply not only to English sonnets but to those of all culti¬ 
vated lands. You do our nation and yourselves, as a critical literary journal, a 
real disservice when (October 13) you accept the line “My moon is brought 
down from the sky in kindness” as a sonnet line, without any comment or 
reproof to the author who perpetrates it. However charming Mr. Warner’s 
poems from which you quote may be as lyrics, the one you quote without 
comment as a sonnet is simply not a sonnet. In these days of weak and gagged 
critics, we look to your paper for a cultivated criticism to arrest the decay of. 
English letters by ardent but lazy 2nd conceited young writers who do not 
take the trouble to learn the elements of their craft. 

Marie Carmichael Stopes 

—The Times Literary Supplement, London, November 3, 1945, p. 523, 
quoted by permission of The Times 

Analysis 

Last Tuesday morning a young lady employed as a reader by one of the local 
book publishers turned in a report on the manuscript of a novel she had been 
reading. She had this to say about one of the leading characters: “I do not 
think this man should be identified as a bookmaker. He seems too uncouth, 
even sporty, a character to be wholly convincing as a craftsman.” 

—The New Yorker , December 2, 1944, by permission; © 1944 The New 
Yorker Magazine, Inc. 

The unskilful poet will portray a dolphin living in the woods and a wild boar 
on the ocean. (Delphinium silvis adpingit , fluctibus aprwn .) 

—Horace, Ars Poetica , 1 . 29 

The fishes got stuck in the tops of the elms, where the doves usually sat. and 
frightened deer were swimming on the flood, 

(Pisciwn et suimna genus haesit ulmo 
Nota quae sedes fuerat columbis ' 

Et superjecto pavidae natarunt 
Aequore darmnae .) 

—Horace, Odes , I, 2, 9-12 

He is to consider himself as a Grotesque painter, whose works would be 
spoiled by an imitation of nature, or uniformity of design. He is to mingle 
bits of the most various, or discordant kinds, landscape, history, portraits, 
animals, and connect them with a great deal of flourishing, by heads or tails, 
as it shall please his imagination, and contribute to his principal end, which is 
to glare by strong oppositions of colours, and surprise by contrariety of 
images. 

Serpentes avibus geminentur, dgribus agni. Horace. 
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His design ought to be like a labyrinth, out of which nobody can get clear 
but himself. And since the great Art of all Poetry is to mix Truth with Fiction, 
in order to join the Credible with the Suprising; our author shall produce the 
Credible, by painting nature in her lowest simplicity; and the Surprising, by 
contradicting common opinion. In the very Manners he will affect the Mar¬ 
vellous; he will draw Achilles with the patience of Job; a Prince talking like a 
Jack-Pudding; a Maid of honour selling bargains; a footman speaking like a 
philosopher; and a fine gentleman like a scholar. Whoever is conversant in 
modem Plays, may make a most noble collection of this kind, and, at the same 
time, form a complete body of modern Ethics and Morality . 

—Alexander Pope and friends, Peri Bathous: or of the Art of Sinking in 
Poetry (1728), Chapter V, “Of the true Genius for the Profund, and by 
what it is constituted” 


CHAPTER 6 


ROMAN CLASSICISM: 
LONGINUS 


§ date and context of Peri Hupsous—•//. elevation (the 
sublime), ekstasis, the five “sources": great ideas, passion, 
figures, diction, synthesis, little actually said about the 
first two— 111 . political and ethical differences between 
the Augustan and Imperial eras, interest in the poet's soul, 
imitation as inspiration, the five sources not co-ordinate, 
the “diagonal distinction" — IV. development of verbal 
rhetoric in the Hellenistic and Roman eras — V. Longinian 
rhetorical technicalities, devices for reconciling them with 
elevation and passion, correctness vs. grandeur — VI. va¬ 
riety of criteria considered in Peri Hupsous, universality, 
physical grandeur, Petronius, anticipations of heroic drama 
and Kant — Vll. occasional subtleties, synthesis as rhythm 
or as verbal ordonnance, Sappho's Ode, “ synaesthesis," 
Longinian deconan of transport % 


T he horatian interest in the author no doubt owed something 
to the Epicurean and anti-rhetorical teaching of Philodemus 
of Gadara, the professor to whom Horace may have been exposed 
in his youth. Viewed in that way the ideas of Horace become part of a 
critical trend, a “romantic” concern for the poet’s inspiration which, if 
we may generalize somewhat broadly, came to its climax only in the sec¬ 
ond half of the next century. This climax is recorded for us not in the 
writing of a school but in the single extraordinary essay entitled Peri 
Hupsous, to which (or to the major part of the essay which survives) 
the name of an otherwise unknown “Longinus” has become attached. 
An alignment with the age of Horace is specially suggested by the fact 
that Longinus refers (Chapter III) with the deference of an old pupil or 
epigonist to another Gadarine or Epicurean philosopher, Theodoras, and 
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even more by the fact that the main argument of the essay is directed 
against a certain Caecilius of Calacte, a rhetorician and a friend of the 
famous rhetorical critic Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who flourished at 
Rome during the Augustan period. 1 A certain slant of the essay toward 
the sovmia Pytbagorea of neo-Platonism has led one recent commenta¬ 
tor 2 to return to the accepted Renaissance view that Longinus was Cas¬ 
sius Longinus, philosopher-rhetorician of the third century, friend of 
Plotinus, teacher of Porphyry at Athens, and unfortunate counsellor of 
the rebellious Palmyran Queen Zenobia. But the internal evidence, espe¬ 
cially the range of quotations and allusions, from Homer to Caecilius 
and other Augustan rhetoricians, sufficiently argues for a Greek rhetori¬ 
cian at Rome in the first century. 3 The text of the Peri Hupsous is a dis¬ 
covery of the 16th century—in the first edition by Robortcllo at 
Basel in 1554. No reference to the essay from either classical or medieval 
times survives. 


II 

Undertaking to improve on the work of the Augustan Caecilius, Lon¬ 
ginus insists that Caecilius has said little about the sources, or compon¬ 
ents, of what both authors call hupsos * a quality .of .“elevation” in writ¬ 
ing, of intensity or eloquence, the “sublime,” as it was much later to be 
called. It could appear in prose or in poetry, in the oratory of Demos¬ 
thenes, the dialogues of Plato, the epic narrative of Homer, the Greek 
drama, the lyric poetry of Sappho, the opening of the Hebrew Law¬ 
giver’s Genesis: “ ‘God said’—what? ‘Let there be light, and there was 
light; let there be land, and there was land’ ” (IX). The range of the au¬ 
thor’s reading and his capacity for enthusiasm are among the most strik¬ 
ing characters of the essay. A strong interest in the emotional response 
of the poetic audience is indicated by a distinction between rhetoric and 
poetry made in the first chapter: “The effect of elevated language upon 

Caecilius was a member of the reigning school of Apollodorus, the more 
doctrinaire champions of rhetorical rule. Sec Atkins, II, 214. 

2 R. A. Scott-Jamcs, The Making of Literature (London, 1936), ch. VIII, “The 
First Romantic Critic,” pp. 81-3. 

3 \V. Rhys Roberts, Longinus on the Sublime (Cambridge, 1935), Introduction. 
Wc quote the translation of Roberts throughout this chapter, by permission of the 
Cambridge University Press. 

4 Other similar expressions used by the author are ta huperphua , ta mcgala , ta 
megathe, to viegalophues , he hupsegerk, to thaumasion , to hupertetamenon . The 
term bathos , used in Chapter II, is apparently a synonym (though taken waggishly 
by Alexander Pope as an antonym and hence given its modern English meaning). 
Cf. Atkins, II, 253; Roberts, Appendix B; St. Paul, Romans XI, 33-6; Ephesians 
III, 13-21. The earliest English translations were Of the Height of Eloquence , by 
John Hall, 1662, and Of the Loftiness or Elegancy of Speech, by John PulteneV, 
1680. After the translation by Boileau in 1674 the term “sublime” prevailed. Cf. 
A F. B. Clark, Boileau arid the French Classical Critics (Paris, 1925), pp. 371-5* 
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an audience is not persuasion but transport.” And transport (ekstasis) 5 
has been one of the ideas principally associated with Longinus by pos¬ 
terity. The chief theoretical challenge of the essay, however, lies in a 
certain peculiarity to be observed in the basic layout of the whole upon 
a five-fold division of the “sources” of “elevation.” These five, an¬ 
nounced and briefly defined in chapter VIII, are: (i) the power of form¬ 
ing great conceptions (7 weseis), (2) inspired and vehement passion 
(sphodron kai enthousiastikon pathos ), (3) formation of figures 
(schemata), (4) noble diction ( phrasis ), (5) dignified and elevated “com¬ 
position” (sunthesis). It is a regrettable matter that we do not actually 
hear as much about the first two of these sources, great conceptions and 
vehement passions, as we should like and as we may be led to expect 
from the plan announced in chapter VIII. The emotions, we learn in a 
later chapter (XLIV), were to be treated in another, now unknown, 
essay. And one of the most distressing lacunae in the Paris manuscript, 
that of six leaves from the second quaternion (KE), occurs in the very 
midst of the discussion about great conceptions. 0 “Sublimity is the echo 
of a great soul” (hupsos megalophrosunes apechema). And after a few 
more lines, Desant sex folia . Nevertheless it is clear enough that “sources” 
(1) and (2), conceptions and passions, refer to the state of the poet’s soul 
more emphatically than to anything in poems themselves. They are both 
parts of greatness of soul, both, as Longinus puts it, on the side of nature, 
whereas “sources” (3), (4), and (5), figures, diction, and composition, 
are on the side of art. 


Ill 

One of the differences between Horace and Longinus is the difference 
between the ethical and patriotic Augustan era (conducive, it seemed, 
to great poetry) in which Horace wrote and the later corrupt and dis¬ 
couraging times to which Longinus in the closing chapter of his essay 
attributes a decline in poetic power and eloquence. It was common for 
philosophers during the reign of Vespasian to look back wistfully 
(laudatores temporis acti ) to Republican institutions, to argue that dem¬ 
ocratic freedom had nurtured genius, and to impute a contemporary de¬ 
cline in oratory to political servitude. Longinus, like other literary men, 7 

5 In Chapter XV vivid poetical images ( phantasiai ) aim at enthrallment (ek- 
pleksis). 

6 A fact which might seem remarkable, that in a manuscript of which more 
than a third is missing, the forty-four chapter numbers remain, is explained by the 
further fact that the chapter headings are in a later hand-than that of the scribe who 
wrote Parisinus 2056, the primary surviving manuscript, of the tenth century. This 
manuscript lacks actually eight leaves at the place mentioned, but the first and last are 
supplied from another manuscript. See Roberts, pp. 166, 169. 

7 “Similar speculations” may be “traced in the writings of the two Senecas, 
Pctronius, Tacitus, and Velleius Paterculus; and to these discussions later contribu¬ 
tions were to be made by Quintilian and the younger Pliny” (Atkins, II, 2.5). 
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though agreeing with the philosophers about the literary decline, pro¬ 
fessed to have more confidence in the restorative power of enlightened 
autocracy. He puts the argument against autocracy in the mouths of the 
philosophers and for his own part lays the blame for decline on ethical 
rather than political causes, on the prevailing vices of the day, love of 
money and pleasure, insolence, and lawlessness—the general atrophy of 
man’s immortal part, the soul. “It is not possible that men with mean 
and servile ideas . . . should produce anything that is admirable and 
worthy of immortality.” Such an interest in the causes of poetic decline 
was the legitimate complement of his profound interest in the cultiva¬ 
tion of the poet’s soul as the way to sublimity. “Homer enters into the 
sublime action of his heroes.” He “shares the full inspiration of the com¬ 
bat” (IX). In the first chapter of the essay a point of complaint against 
the Augustan critic Caecilius is that he has, “strangely enough,” failed 
to tell how “we may succeed in raising our own capacities to a certain 
pitch of elevation.” And one of the most distinctive features of the Lon- 
ginian system is a special version of the Roman doctrine of imitation. 
What Horace was content to understand as a technical imitation of 
classic models becomes for Longinus something far more exciting, a 
powerful illumination and inspiration enjoyed through submission to the 
ancient masters. As the Pythian priestess is impregnated with prophetic 
knowledge by a divine afflatus which rises through the floor of the Del¬ 
phic chamber, so modem devotees of the ancient poets experience a kind 
of inspirational effluence from those mighty souls (XIII). 

To turn our attention once again to all five sources of the sublime 
and try to see these in a single perspective: the basis of division, a logi¬ 
cian might say, is not single, (i) and (2), thoughts and emotions, are 
coextensive, not co-ordinate, with (3), (4), and (5), the rhetorical fea¬ 
tures. The quintuple division does not in reality constitute a single logi¬ 
cal classification coextensive with the sources of the sublime. The Lon- 
ginian preoccupation with the genius of the poet (as it is managed in the 
essay alongside of the rhetorical themes) suggests a question whether 
the two ancient distinctions which we have considered in our last chap¬ 
ter, that between poiesis (content) and poiema (form) and that between 
either poiesis or poiema on the one hand and on the other poietes (the 
author), may not sometimes become confused. The more compact 
choice natura ... an arte (ingen'mm or studium? natural gifts or stud¬ 
ied art?) seems to be equally capable of referring either to two things 
in the poet, his native genius and his acquired art, or to two other things, 
no doubt reflections of the first, but properly enough attributed to the 
poem itself, its fidelity to some kind of nature and its artfulness or tech¬ 
nique. The problem may be sketched by a table having four compart¬ 
ments, as follows: 
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POEM 

1 X SUBLIMITY, OR HIGHER REALITY, 
OR ANY QUALITY OF CONTENT 
IMPUTED TO THE POEM ITSELF 

ART 2 EDUCATION * A 2X TECHNIQUE 

A literary psychologist or a teacher of composition might well wish 
to inquire whether i or 2 in this table is the more important for 
the making of a poet, and whether they produce respectively and 
separately ix and 2X or (what is more plausible) combine—both causes 
producing each effect. But a theorist looking at literature itself may 
be more concerned with inquiring whether ix and 2X can actually 
be distinguished within a poem, and if they can, which is the more 
important, and what the relation is'between the two. The last question 
may be par excellence the question confronting the literary theorist. 
What it is more relevant to stress at the present moment, however, is 
the possibility that a theorist might slide into yet another distinction, one 
which seems to harbor a certain duplicity and invalidity. This might 
conveniently be called the “Diagonal Distinction.” It is indicated by 
the dotted line in the table. Two distinctions in one, we may say, by 
which the agile theorist is able to move out of an area of difficulty and 
reappear in another area with a solution which does not legitimately 
avail for the first. As if a theoretical rhetorician on being pushed to the 
wall about extravagance of conceits or figures in his favorite author were 
to answer: “Well, I excuse them on the grounds of the author’s genius, 
the high seriousness of his message, and his intense emotion. Lesser per¬ 
sons, you and I, couldn’t get away with them. But he obviously can. It 
is because he has the ideas and passions of a great soul. He uses his fig¬ 
ures sincerely.” 
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POET 

NATURE 1 GENIUS*, 
% 


IV 

But it may be well at this point to back away and return to the Peri 
Hupsous from another angle, observing that this essay is after all a 
rhetorician’s essay, the third and fourth sources of elevation—that is, 
diction and figures—filling a very large part of what survives (Chapters 
XVI-XL). The chapters on these two sources, much more than the cas¬ 
ual and graceful dicta of Horace on words, require for their understand¬ 
ing that one remember the degree of formal codification at which 
Graeco-Roman rhetoric had arrived. The history of that rhetoric was 
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one which closely paralleled the history of the Horatian genre concepts. 

The victory of verbal rhetoric which we have described in an ear¬ 
lier chapter had not occurred without serious cost through the encourage¬ 
ment which it gave to a hyper-development of rhetorical machinery. 
Where Isocrates had named 8 and Aristotle ( Rhetoric III, 13) had 
grudgingly accepted four main parts of a speech: proem , narrative , proof, 
and epilogue, Cicero in his youthful summation of Hellenistic doctrine, 
the De Inventione, prescribes for the custom-built speech the following 
five: exordium, narratio, argumentum, refutation peroratio . The loose di¬ 
visions of the art itself rather casually implied by Aristotle— heitresis or 
finding of arguments (Books I and II of the Rhetoric ), taxis or structure 
(Book III, Chapters 13-19), lexis or verbal style (Book III, Chapters 
1-12), hupocrisis, acting or delivery (mentioned disrespectfully in Book 
III, Chapter 1)—have become in Cicero’s De Inventione (I, 9) the 
clearly definable and formally distinct four heads: inventio ( heuresis ), 
dispositio (taxis), elocutio (lexis), and pronuntiatio (hupocrisis), and at 
the same time a fifth and purely subjective head, memoria, has been 
added between elocutio and pronuntiatio . The kind of analytic interest, 
shown by Aristotle in such technically namable figures as parisosis, 
paromoiosis y antithesis y homonuima, and metaphor a 0 had blossomed by 
the time of Horace into the manifold repertoire of the figures of speech 
and figures of thought (figurae verbi y figurae sententiae; schemata 
lexeos, sche??jata dianoies), These were managed with diverse efforts at 
precision by numerous rhetoricians, by Cicero in his De Oratore , l by his 
contemporaries, the anonymous author of the Hellenistic Ad Herennium 
and the Greek litterateur Dionysius of Halicarnassus in his Peri Sunthe- 
seos Onomaton (On Verbal Composition), and during the next century 
by Demetrius in his Peri Hermeneias (On Style) and by Quintilian in 
Books VIII and IX of his Institutio Oratoria. Finally, the time of Horace 
and Cicero saw the firm establishment of three (or four) kinds of verbal 
style. Aristotle had said cautiously that it might be useful to think about 
three areas of prose style, appropriate more or less to the three recog¬ 
nized branches of oratory—forensic, deliberative, and epideictic. 2 With 
far greater confidence Cicero named the three now celebrated kinds of 
oratorical style: genus vehemens y genus modicum y genus subtile (Orator 
XXI). The author of the Ad Herrenium used the approximately synony¬ 
mous terms: gravis y mediocris y extenuata . 8 The treatise On Verbal Com - 

8 Atkins, I, 132, says that Lysias first named these parts. Cf. R. C. Jebb, Attic 
Orators from Antiphon to Isaeus (London, 1893), IL 68. 

0 Balance of clauses, like sounds at beginning or end of clauses, antithesis, equiv¬ 
ocation, metaphor. 

1 See De Oratore III, 3^-54* 

2 Dionysius of Halicarnassus reports that the lost Peri Lexeos of Theophrastus 
alludes to a mixed or middle style (Atkins, 1,156). 

5 Ad Herennium IV, viii. 
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position of Dionysius used a slightly different three: the elegant 
(sunthesis glaplmra ), the middle or common (koine), and the severely 
plain (austera)\ and the same author’s Essay on Demosthenes, again a 
different three: the lofty or “sublime” ( charakter bupselos), the middle 
(mesos), and the plain ( ischnos ). Demetrius is the only author who dis¬ 
tinguishes not three styles, but four: the magnificent (charakter mega - 
loprepes ), the elegant ( glaphuros ), the plain ( ischnos ), and the forceful 
(demos). 4 

The three styles had been linked by Cicero with three great pur¬ 
poses of oratory: to prove (low style), to please (middle style), and to 
move or persuade (vigorous or lofty style). 5 Cicero distinguished the 
style of oratory in general from the styles of philosophy, sophistry, his¬ 
tory, and poetry. 6 But during later centuries the three oratorical styles 
would be formally appropriated to three genres of poetry: to eclogue the 
low, to georgic the middle, to epic the lofty. 7 

The whole Graeco-Roman system of verbal rhetoric receives its 
eclectic, serenely sophisticated, and classically retrospective statement 
about a century after Horace in Books VIII and IX of a kind of politi¬ 
cian’s and pleader’s encyclopedia, the Institutio Oratoria in twelve books, 
by the lawyer and laureate rhetorician 8 Quintilian. In the century after 
that rhetoric moved once more, as in the century after Aristotle, with 
Hegesias of Magnesia, in the direction of perfumery, euphuism, Asiatic 
conceit. A chief authority was Hermogenes of Tarsus. The period is 
known to historians as the Second Sophistic. 

V 

The “figures” noticed by Longinus tend to have to do with abnormali¬ 
ties of syntax and other peculiarities of structure: asundeton (absence of 
conjunctions), huperbaton (inversion), changes of number, person, 
tense, periphrasis (a roundabout way of saying something), rhetorical 
question. It may even seem to a modern reader something like an inver¬ 
sion of values to dignify these twists by the name of “figure” when the 
queen of figures (the chief rhetorical concern of Aristotle) metaphor, 
along with comparison and simile, is treated under the head of “diction.” 
The whole distinction between the third and fourth Longinian sources 

4 See Charles S. Baldwin, Ancient Rhetoric and Poetic (New York, 1924), 
pp. 56-7; Demetrius On Style, ed. W. R. Roberts (Cambridge, 1902), p. 22; Donald 
Lcmen Clark, “John Milton and ‘the fitted stile of lofty, mean, or lowly,’” Seven¬ 
teenth-Century News, XI (Winter, 1953), No. 4, Milton Society Supplement, 5-9. 

5 “Quot sunt officia orator is tot stmt genera dicendi: subtile in probando, modi¬ 
cum in delectando, vehemens in flectetido ” (Orator XXI). 

6 Orator XIX-XX. 

7 Cf. post Chapter 8, p. 146; Chapter 16, p. 342. 

8 Under Vespasian. 
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of the sublime, diction (phrasis ) and figures (schemata), is indeed one 
which may be difficult to explain, and its status is not improved by the 
nearly parallel or overlapping subdistinction which appears under the 
head of “figures” themselves: between those of expression (lexis) and 
those of thought (noesis). A certain technical conventionalism marks the 
rhetorical analysis of Longinus, a limitation through dealing with inher¬ 
ited concepts. This can be seen too in other parts of the essay, for in¬ 
stance, under the head of “great thoughts,” the first source of elevation, 
where we come upon such an anomaly as “amplification” (or padding 
out an idea). Nevertheless, Longinus is an extraordinary rhetorician—- 
and for the reason that he is trying to put two sides of a problem to¬ 
gether—one side, the technicalities and definitions of the rhetoric which 
was current, and the other side, a sense of something indefinable which 
he calls “elevation” and which he attempts actually to specify in a non- 
rhetorical dimension, that of the great soul and its thoughts and passions. 
Whether these latter are something observable in the poem itself—or 
something outside the poem which causes the poem—or again something 
which the poem causes in its audience—is not clearly indicated. At times 
therefore the equation between the passions of the soul and verbal rhet¬ 
oric tends to take the form of a shortcircuit or, as we have suggested, a 
diagonal escape back and forth between tricky technique and passionate 
inspiration, artful poem and natural man. This is most evident in the sev¬ 
eral treatments of extravagance in figures and diction. What is it that 
makes us swallow a violent hyperbole (Ch. XXXVlll)? or a far-fetched 
metaphor (Ch. XXXII)? Nothing else but “strong and timely passion,” 
or “deeds and passions which verge on transport.” Such passion (ours or 
the poet’s may not be clear) is a kind of lenitive and remedy (panakeia) 
for hyperbole and a palliative (alexipharmakon) for metaphor. 9 “Art 
( techne ),” says Longinus in another place, “is perfect (teleios) when it 
seems to be nature, and nature hits the mark when she contains art hid¬ 
den within her.” 1 And one of the main points of apology in his opening 
chapters concerns the difficulty of conceiving an art for so natural and 
spontaneous a performance as the sublime (ei estin hupsous tis e bath - 
ous teclme). On the main premises of the essay one might well argue 
that works of nature are only enfeebled and wizened by rules of art (tais 
technologiais kataskeleteuomeua ). But Longinus undertakes precisely to 
defend art against such hypernaturalistic charges. 

While nature as a rule is free (autonomon) and independent in 

matters of passion and elevation, yet she is wont not to act at 

random and utterly without system ( amethodon ). Further, na- 

°Cf. alexema (Ch. XVI), a palliative for the figure of adjuration. 

1 Ch. XXII, on the figure of inversion or huperbaton . 
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ture is the original and vital underlying principle in all cases, 
but system ( methodos) can define limits and fitting seasons, and 
can also contribute the safest rules for use and practice. II 

On the view suggested by such words as panakeia and alexipharviakon , 
however, we seem actually to have something more like nature blurring 
the vision, soothing our doubts and irritations, covering over and apolo¬ 
gizing for the ineptitude of art. We may be moved to ask: What has art 
done for nature? Do the metaphors and hyperboles and other parapher¬ 
nalia of art correspond somehow to nature in her phase of emotion? Do 
they provoke her emotions? Or do they express them? Longinus does 
not say any of these things—though to say any one of them might be a 
bolder critical statement than he actually makes and would reverse the 
direction of what actually seems to be a retreat from the analyzable rhe¬ 
torical figures into a reservoir of emotive origins and effects which some¬ 
what vaporously defies inspection. 

This kind of choice appears under another form in a section of the 
essay which in later ages was to be among the most often echoed. Chap¬ 
ters XXXIII—XXXVI are a digression from the technical theme of met¬ 
aphor for the sake of drawing a strong contrast between scrupulous 
technical correctness and a grandeur of soul which is conceived as care¬ 
less. 

... I am well aware that lofty genius is far removed from 
flawlessness; for invariable accuracy incurs the risk of pettiness, 
and in the sublime, as in great fortunes, there must be some¬ 
thing which is overlooked. It may be necessarily the case that 
low and average natures remain as a rule free from failing and 
in greater safety because they never run a risk or seek to scale 
the heights, while great endowments prove insecure because of 
their very greatness. 

. . . does Eratosthenes in the Erigone (a little poem which is 
altogether free from flaw) show himself a greater poet than Ar¬ 
chilochus with the rich and disorderly abundance which fol¬ 
lows in his train and with that outburst of the divine spirit 
within him which it is difficult to bring under the rules of law? 

Once more: in lyric poetry would you prefer to be Bacchyl- 
ides rather than Pindar? And in tragedy to be Ion of Chios 
rather than—Sophocles? XXXIII 

In reply ... to the writer who maintains that the faulty Colos¬ 
sus is not superior to the Spearman of Polycleitus, it is obvious 
to remark . . . that in art the utmost exactitude is admired, bur 
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that grandeur is admired in the works of nature; and that it is by 

nature that man is a being gifted with speech. XXXVI 

There is an obvious truth about all this (that if a poet writes a great 
play, an Oedipus or a Lear } marred by a faulty line or even a faulty 
scene, he has achieved more than if he wrote a good sonnet, even a very 
good sonnet), but this obvious truth seems to get out of hand, in the au¬ 
thor’s enthusiasm, and to sweep him along to something very like an im¬ 
plication that mediocrity is on the whole apt to be flawless, and swash¬ 
buckling genius strongly, if forgivably, inclined to make mistakes. A dis¬ 
claimer to the effect that the blunders of Homer, Demosthenes, and 
Plato add up to only “an infinitesimal fraction” of their works (XXXVI) 
scarcely stems the main sweep of the argument, which reaches its flood 
in statements such as those we have quoted, that the abundance of-Ar¬ 
chilochus is disorderly and lawless, that art and exactitude stand against 
grandeur and nature, that great authors despise persistent accuracy 
(XXXV). Two possibilities, that a mediocre writer might be full of 
faults and partly because of these faults might be mediocre, and that a 
great writer might be faultless (or rather that his greatness might be in 
proportion to the fewness of his faults) are scarcely given enough 
weight. 2 The single sublime and happy touch (XXXVI), a notion that 
echoes one of the original emphases of the essay, 3 plays a greater role in 
redeeming the mistakes of genius than any greatness or perfection 
achieved through a whole structure. The discussion could scarcely 
countenance the idea that in a large literary work (as in a large practi¬ 
cal enterprise, say the building of a jet bomber compared to the build¬ 
ing of a wheelbarrow) a relevant mistake—one that is really a mistake— 
will be the more catastrophic. If we conceive both perfection and gran¬ 
deur as qualities which ought to be resident in a poem itself, the antago¬ 
nism suggested by Longinus seems bound to be troublesome. It is on the 
whole perhaps easier to read this celebrated digression upon genius and 
perfection as part of the author’s prevailing tendency to seek a route of 
escape from the technicalities of the poem itself (where his spirit with¬ 
ers) to the great soul of the poet (in the idea of which he rejoices). The 
alignment of perfection , not against any grandeur in the poem itself, but 
against a godlike soul or “genius” in the author, is strongly invited. At a 
later date, from the Spectators of Addison to the Seven Lamps of Ruskin, 
this antithesis, with all the ambiguity of its bearing on the actual work 
of art, was to enjoy, despite the protests of a few hard heads like Ma¬ 
caulay, a triumphant vogue in English criticism. 

2 TKere is indeed the statement that Lysias is inferior to Plato not only in de¬ 
gree of excellences but by reason of his faults (XXV). 

3 “Sublimity flashing forth at the right moment scatters everything before it 
like a thunderbolt” (I). 
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VI 

One of the most extraordinary features of the essay on The Sublime is 
the variety of criteria, the number of approaches to poetry, which it 
manages to include: not only the main three, the transport of the audi¬ 
ence, the genius of the author, the devices of rhetoric—but in passing 
the democratic idea that great poetry is that which pleases all and al¬ 
ways (VII) 4 and again a further variation on the subject-object relation, 
the most spectacular or operatic part of the essay (in Chapters IX and 
XXXV), the idea of physical grandeur as the counterpart of psychic. 
There may be some danger of our supposing that the author means that 
the sublime state of soul is to be measured by the magnitude of the ex¬ 
ternal objects mentioned in a poem. For instance, by the battle of the 
gods in Iliad XX and XXI: 

You see, my friend, how the earth is tom from its foundations, 
Tartarus itself is laid bare, the whole world is upturned and 
parted asunder, and all things together—heaven and hell, things 
mortal and things immortal—share in the conflict and the perils 
of that battle. IX 

We are perhaps saved from an over-simple interpretation of this passage 
if we notice the warning that these things must be taken allegorically 
(kaf allegorian ), that Homer makes gods of men and men of gods, and 
that hence even superior to the battle of the gods are passages which rep¬ 
resent the gods as pure and great and undefiled. But another and more 
eloquent passage, in Chapter XXXV (part of that digression on genius 
and accuracy), hangs out the fiery symbols more brightly and became to 
later ages one of the most attractive spots in the essay. 

. . . Nature has appointed us men to be no base or ignoble ani¬ 
mals; but when she ushers us into the vast universe as into some 
great assembly, to be as it were spectators of the mighty whole 
and the keenest aspirants for honour, forthwith she implants in 
our souls the unconquerable love of whatever is elevated and 
more divine than we. Wherefore not even the entire universe 
suffices for the thought and contemplation within the reach of 
the human mind, but our imaginations often pass beyond the 
bounds of space, and if we survey our life on every side and see 
how much more it everywhere abounds in what is striking, and 
great, and beautiful, we shall soon discern the purpose of our 
birth. This is why, by a sort of natural impulse, we admire not 

4 Cf. XXXVI, and Atkins, II, 236. Sikes, The Greek View of Poetry , p. 236, 
quotes St. Vincent of Lerins (d. 304) : quod semper, quod ubique, quod ab ovmibus . 
See his Commonitorium, ed. R. S. Moxon (Cambridge, 1915), II, 3. 
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the small streams, useful and pellucid though they be, but the 
Nile, the Danube, or the Rhine, and still more the Ocean. Nor 
do we view the tiny flame of our own kindling (guarded in last¬ 
ing purity as its light ever is) with greater awe than the celestial 
fires though they are often shrouded in darkness; nor do we 
deem it a greater marvel than the craters of Etna, whose erup¬ 
tions throw up stones from its depths and great masses of rock, 
and at times pour forth rivers of pure and unmixed subterra¬ 
nean fire. In all such matters we may. say that what is useful or 
necessary men regard as commonplace, while they reserve their 
admiration for that which is astounding. 

Here, it is true, Longinus is talking a language of teleology and religious 
psychology. He is speaking directly about the place of man in the uni¬ 
verse, rather than making rules for literary composition. But in the con¬ 
text of the whole essay the passage might easily be given a direct literary 
application. It has been easy to assimilate to another famous piece of 
first-century literary exhortation, that of the old Bohemian poet Eumol- 
pus in the Satyricon of Nero’s Arbiter Elcgantiarum, Petronius. Praeci - 
pitandus est liber spiritus, This is a plea for Homeric machinery and su¬ 
pernatural excitement ( ambages deonimqae mmisteria ), after the mere 
military realism of Lucan’s Civil Wars . Put Petronius and Longinus to¬ 
gether, and you have something like the spirit with which Dryden was 
to defend Heroic Plays in 1672 and a little later opera. Take the Lon¬ 
ginus of Peri Hupsous , Chapter XXXV, alone (“Wherefore not even the 
entire universe suffices for the thought and contemplation within the 
reach of the human mind, but our imaginations often pass beyond the 
bounds of space . . .”), and we have a very good start toward the “sub¬ 
lime” in Kant’s Critique of Judgment in 1790. 

VII 

The same quest for the indefinable, no doubt, gives the rhetorical analy¬ 
sis itself here and there a more subtle turn. It is the mark of a rhetorician 
who knows the difficulties and the limits of his metier to observe that 
sublimity must “leave in the mind more food for reflection than the 
words seem to convey” (VII), and that “the very fact that there are 
some elements of expression which are in the hands of nature alone, can 
be learned from no other source than art” (II). Among the preliminary 
statements of the first chapter close to that about the “transport” of the 
audience, occurs a statement that “Elevation ( hupsos ) consists in a cer¬ 
tain distinction and excellence of expression” ( akrotes kai exoche tis 
logon)? The author of a recent essay on Longinus has suggested that 
5 Cf. XXX: “Beautiful words are in very truth the peculiar light of thought.” 
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the key to understanding this “excellence” lies in the fifth source of 
“elevation,” that is, composition ( sunthesis ), or “harmony,” as the term 
may perhaps be translated. 0 Sunthesis had been distinguished by Aris¬ 
totle ( Rhetoric III, 5) from simple diction or single words, though his 
observations under the two heads show not much difference. Sunthesis 
seems to have been emphasized by at least one Hellenistic critic, Hera- 
cleodorus. 7 And the term, as we have seen, appears in the title of one of 
the best poetico-rhetorical treatises of the century preceding Longinus, 
the Peri Suntheseos Onomaton of Dionysius, though there it seems to 
have a fairly generic and perfunctory meaning, simply the “manage¬ 
ment” of words. Longinus himself devotes relatively little space, Chap¬ 
ters XXXIX-XL, to his fifth source, and he appears to mean by the term 
sunthesis the special feature of verbal order which is usually called 
rhytimi . 8 From this alone not a great deal might be deduced, at least not 
a very comprehensive theory of verbal ordonnance—not very much 
about any indefinable exactitudes of style or dynamic interdependence 
between style and content. But one other and more celebrated passage of 
the Peri Hupsous may be adduced to support such an emphasis. Chap¬ 
ter X, on the choice and combination of striking materials, contains the 
passage which speaks of the dazzling intensity and complexity of Sap¬ 
pho’s Ode to Anactoria. 

Are you not amazed how at one instant she summons, as though 
they were all alien from herself and dispersed, soul, body, ears, 
tongue, eyes, colour? She unites contradictions. She is, at one 
and the same time, hot and cold, in her senses and out of them. 

She is either terrified or at the point of death. The effect desired 
is that not one passion only should be seen in her, but a con¬ 
course of the passions ( pathon de sunodos). All such things 
occur in the case of lovers, but it is, as I said, the selection of the 
most Striking of them and their combination into a single whole 
that has produced the singular excellence of the passage. 

This is a long way from the figures of thought and diction in the Ad 
Herennium or in Book VIII of Quintilian’s Institutio and even from 
the acute observations of Aristotle on metaphor and pun. It is a kind 
of statement which may be extrapolated in various directions—perhaps 
even in that suggested by another recent commentator, 9 who sees the 
Longinian ekstasis as an adjustment, harmony, or gratifying integration 

6 Allen Tate, “Longinus and the ‘New Criticism,* ** in The Forlorn Demon 
(Chicago, 1953), PP- 131-51- 

7 Atkins, I, 174. 

8 Chapter I explicitly prefers the momentary lightning flash of sublimity to the 
“hard-won result ... of the whole texture of the composition** (tou holou ton 
logon huphous molts ). 

®T. R. Hcnn, Longinus and English Criticism (Cambridge, 1934)- 
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of impulses, much like that to which Messrs. Ogden and Richards once 
gave the name of “synaesthesis.” 1 In any event Longinus must be saluted 
as a lover of great literature who knew something about how to cope 
with what was for him the very palpable, in fact inescapable, barbed 
wire of contemporary rhetoric. As Horace had subdued the theory of 
poetic words to a decorum of urbanity, conversation, idiom and satire, 
Longinus heightened it to a decorum of transport. 


SUPPLEMENT 

I never got my lips in the Horse’s spring, and I can remember dreaming 
no dreams on either peak of Parnassus—not for such reasons do I suddenly 
come forth a poet. The Heliconian ladies and the waters of Pirenc that pro¬ 
duce the library pallor are not my dish. I leave these to the gentlemen whose 
busts are graced with the ivy tendrils. I venture out among the holy profes¬ 
sional poets like a half-citizen at a village festival. What teaches the parrot his 
“Polly-want-a-cracker” and the magpie to ape being a man? That master of 
arts, that generous dispenser of genius—the Belly. Most skilful in removing 
obstacles to speech! If only they could take in the lovely, meretricious flash of 
money, what poets and poetesses, ravens and magpies, you would hear—sing¬ 
ing the pure Horse nectar. 

—Persius, Prologue to the Satires 

What I should like to stress is the fact that in creative intuition we have 
the primary rule to which, in the case of the fine arts, the whole fidelity, 
obedience, and heedfulness of the artist must be committed. I also should like to 
stress the fact that between this primary, primordial, primitive rule and all 
other rules of making, however indispensable they may be, there exists an es¬ 
sential difference, so to speak infinite, as between heaven and earth. All other 
rules are of the earth, they deal with particular ways of operation in the 
making of the work. But this primary rule is a heavenly rule, because it deals 
with the very conception, in the bosom of the spirit, of the work to be en¬ 
gendered in beauty. If creative intuition is lacking, a work can be perfectly 
made, and it is nothing; the artist has nothing to say. If creative intuition is 
present, and passes, to some extent, into the work, the work exists and speaks 
to us, e^en if it is imperfectly made and proceeds from a man 

c'ha Vhabito de Parte a man cbe trema , 

'—who has the habit of art and a hand which shakes. 

At the summit of artistic activity, and for one who has long traveled 
along the road of the rules, finally'there is no longer any road. For the sons of 

1 C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards, and James Wood, The Foundations of Aes¬ 
thetics (New York, 1925), PP- 15 - 6 - 
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God are under no law. Just as finally the unique law of the perfect soul, ac¬ 
cording to the saying of St. Augustine (not literally of him, but it does not 
matter), is “ama et fac quod vis ”—love and do what you want—so the unique 
rule of the perfect artist is finally: “Cling to your creative intuition, and do 
what you want.” 

—Jacques Maritain, Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry (Bollingen Series 
XXXV, i, New York, 1953), Chapter II, p. 60, by permission of Pantheon 
Books Inc. 


But the inner and most important distinction between the Sublime and 
Beautiful is, certainly, as follows. (Here, as we are entitled to do, we only 
bring under consideration in the first instance the sublime in natural Objects; 
for the sublime of Art is always limited by the conditions of agreement with 
Nature.) Natural beauty (which is self-subsisting) brings with it a purposive¬ 
ness in its form by which the object seems to be, as it were, pre-adapted to our 
Judgement, and thus constitutes in itself an object of satisfaction. On the other 
hand, that which excites in us, without any reasoning about it, but in the mere 
apprehension of it, the feeling of the sublime, may appear as regards its form 
to violate purpose in respect of the Judgement, to be unsuited to our presenta- 
tive faculty, and, as it were to do violence to the Imagination; and yet it is 
judged to be only the more sublime. 

The mind feels itself moved in the representation of the Sublime in nature; 
whilst in aesthetical judgements about the Beautiful it is in restful contempla¬ 
tion. This movement may (especially in its beginnings) be compared to a 
vibration, i.e. to a quickly alternating attraction towards, and repulsion from, 
the same Object. 

Bold, overhanging, and as it were threatening, rocks; clouds piled up in 
the sky, moving with lightning flashes and thunder peals; volcanoes in all their 
violence of destruction; hurricanes with their track of devastation; the bound¬ 
less ocean in a state of tumult; the lofty waterfall of a mighty river, and such 
like; these exhibit our faculty of resistance as insignificantly small in compar¬ 
ison with their might. But the sight of them is the more attractive, the more 
fearful it is, provided only that we are in security; and we readily call these 
objects sublime because they raise the energies of the soul above their ac¬ 
customed height, and discover in us a faculty of resistance of a quite different 
kind, which gives us courage to measure ourselves against the apparent 
almightiness of nature. 

—Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgeinent (1790), trans. J. H. Bernard (2d 
ed., London, 1931), pp. 102-3, 120, 125, by permission of Macmillan & 
Company Ltd. 

Kant wrote in terms which presaged a Wagnerian view of the Rhine on a 
foggy night.—Student paper, 1950 



CHAPTER 7 


THE NEO-PLATONIC 
CONCLUSION: 
PLOTINUS AND SOME 
MEDIEVAL THEMES 


§ place of Plotinus in critical history — 11 . the philosophy 
of his Enncads, its relevance to aesthetics: unity and being, 
the good and the beautiful, ugliness and evil, matter, nega¬ 
tion, beauty and reality in Enneads 1 , vi and V, viii — ill. 
problems posed by Plotinus: unity and shnplicity in rela¬ 
tion to diversity, Stoic symmetry and brightness, beauty 
of parts, light, vision, intelligibility, subject and object, the 
problem of various beautiful forms, the two pieces of 
stone — IV. St. Augustine, beate contemplari, harmony of 
number, “angelic imagination” unity in spite of diversity, 
obiter dicta suggesting the contrary, symbols in Scripture 
— V. Aquinas, substantive ontology and theology (con¬ 
flict of neo-Platonism and Christianity), “beauty” as a Di¬ 
vine Name, as form and intelligence, quae visa placent, 
tria requiruntur, splendor of form, beauty distinguished 
from the good, aesthetic detachment, analogy, beauty a 
transcendental, beauty and art, poetry in relation to logic 
and rhetoric — VI. Neo-Platonic aesthetic through the 
ages, the tyth century, fames Joyce, cognitive and affec¬ 
tive axes of theory § 


H istory of taste and literary criticism has little to say about 
the thinker with whom we conclude our account of classicism. 
He is a theorist of to kalon in its purest sense rather than of 
mimesis or of the utile and the dulce. All the other classical theories 
which we have seen have been considered by a great modern aesthetic 
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philosopher 1 to be less than “aesthetic,” defective either through simple 
hedonism or through hedonism joined with didacticism; but the theory 
wc are now to look at is considered by the same philosopher to be 
something more than aesthetic, a mystical “excess” or ascent into the 
boundless, beyond criticism. Not only peripatetic definition, genre, and 
technicality, so friendly to the comic and satiric mirror of daily life, 
but their source in Aristotelian realism are now of vastly diminished 
account. Plotinus, the founder of the Roman school of neo-Platonism, 
who came to Rome from the school of Alexandria in 244 and died at 
Rome in 270, was a man who was able to hurl back sorceries upon those 
of a jealous rival; his presiding spirit, evoked by an Egyptian priest 
in the Temple of Isis at Rome, turned out to be a divinity; and several 
times in his life he experienced the trance of mystic communion with 
the Absolute. When he was asked to sit for a portrait, he replied: “Is it 
not enough to have to bear the mere simulacrum ( eidolon ) of reality 
in which nature has wrapped me, without consenting to perpetuate 
the image of an image, as if that were worth contemplating?” It is 
through an emphasis on divinity, on the Divine One, as the radiating 
source and constitutive principle of all Being, that neo-Platonism, and 
especially the philosophy of Plotinus, makes its peculiar contribution to 
aesthetics. 


II 

The philosophy of Plotinus is contained in his six Emieads, or sets of 
nine essays each, which after the death of Plotinus his disciple and bio¬ 
grapher Porphyry arranged and edited in an order of ascent from ethical 
and aesthetic matters up to the absolute or One. It is a philosophy of Being 
through emanation ( tohna ) from, and return ( epistrophe ) to, the Di¬ 
vine One. There is this world, an appearance, as for Plato, and there is 
the reality which is Yonder. The grades of a kind of trinity, Soul 
(psuche ), intelligence ( nous) x and Oneness (to hen), occur as microcos- 
mic and macrocosmic counterparts: in the individual things of this 
world, in the whole world, .and in the Yonder. (In effect a kind of 
stratified or hierarchical universe is projected from our introspective 
awareness of our own consciousness.) An analogy to the generations of 
the Hesiodic theogeny, the Uranian, Chronian, and Olympian, was 
noticed of course by Plotinus but barely countenanced. The divine 
soul, looking toward the world, dreams it up or creates and sustains it. 
Looking toward intelligence, this soul reflects the ideas of Intelligence, 
the forms of the world. And Intelligence, looking up toward the One, 
is transcended in the One, the very principle of form or Being, the first 

1 Benedetto Croce, Aesthetic , trans. Douglas Ainslie (London, 1922)* pp- ^ 5 * 15& 
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thing (to proton) , and hence the good (to agathon). The One is so pure 
and simple and primal 2 that we ascend to a concept of it only by the way 
of abstraction or negation. 

But possess yourself of it by the very elimination of Being 
and you hold a marvel.— Ennead III, viii, io 8 

The more empirical aspects of this reasoning and its most immediate 
relevance to aesthetics appear in passages of the following tenor: 

It is in virtue of unity that beings are beings. This is equally 
true of things whose existence is primal and of all that are in 
any degree to be numbered among beings. What could exist at 
all except as one thing? Deprived of unity, a thing ceases to be 
what it is called: no army unless as a unity: a chorus, a flock, 
must be one thing. Even house and ship demand unity, one 
house, one ship: unity gone neither remains. 

Take plant and animal; the material form stands a unity; 
fallen from that into a litter of fragments, the things have lost 
their being; what was is no longer there; it is replaced by quite 
other things—as many others, precisely, as possess unity. 

—Ennead VI, ix, i 

Where the Ideal-Form has entered ... it has rallied con¬ 
fusion into co-operation: it has made the sum one harmonious 
coherence: for the Idea is a unity and what it molds must come 
to unity as far as multiplicity may. 

And on what has thus been compacted to unity, Beauty 
enthrones itself, giving itself to the parts as to the sum. . . . 

Thus for an illustration, there is the beauty conferred by crafts¬ 
manship, of all a house with all its parts, and the beauty which 
some natural quality may give to a single stone.— Ennead I, vi, z 

• But if One is Being and the Good and the Beautiful, and if nothing 
can even be unless it is one, how do we explain the operation of an 
apparently contrary principle in the world of physical things with which 
we are most familiar? What makes so much failure, evil, and ugliness? 
How are such things even conceivable? Philosophers have devised three 
kinds of answer to this question: the dualistic or Manichaean, which 
says that evil is an independent, positive, active principle fighting the 

2 “Yet again, the One is prior t« -lie intelligence. For the intelligence, though 
unmoved, is yet not unity: in know’ itself it is object to its own activity” (Proclus, 
Institutio Theologica , 20). 

8 The Works of Plotinus arc quoted throughout this chapter from the transla¬ 
tion of Stephen MacKcnna, 5 vois., London, 1917-1930, by permission of Faber and 
Faber Limited and Pantheon Books Inc. Proclus is quoted from E. R. Dodds, Select 
Passages Illustrating Neo-Platonis?n (London, 1923), by permission of The Mac¬ 
millan Company. 
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good (Ahriman the Persian god of darkness against Ormazd the god 
of light); the neutral or Spinozistic, which says that good and evil are 
relative to our own pleasures and sufferings only and that the substantial 
and ultimate reality is beyond Good and Evil; and the Neo-Platonic 
and Christian scholastic, which says that evil per se is really nothing, 
but that it manifests itself as an absence of something where something 
ought to be. If we conceive that the form or unity or being of a given 
something has to work against or upon, or dominate, something else, we 
may readily slip a little way toward Manichaean dualism and conceive 
that something else to be “matter,” a kind of potentiality or thing 
inconceivably nothing in itself if we try to conceive it purely—but 
nevertheless a principle of negation and evil. This is approximately the 
form which the theory of evil according to Plotinus assumes. Matter 
( hule ), said Plotinus, is multiplicity, the principle of falling apart and 
being nothing, the negative or nothingness which the One conquers into 
form and being. We may conceive unity (form or reality) and its op¬ 
posite, matter, to be like a pair of intersecting cones—as in the world 
system of W. B. Yeats. 4 Each vanishes to a point at the base of the other. 
Again, iavoking a Plotinian metaphor of the luminous (about which we 
shall have more to say within a few pages), wc may conceive the universe 
as a series of concentric rainbows, the One in the center as pure white 
light, radiating through circles of increasingly dark color, to blackness 
at the outer limit. Matter is the last, lowest, and least emanation pf the 
creative power of the All-Soul—the fringe or fraying-out limit at which 
the transmission of ideas and unity and the generative power of the soul 
come to a halt. (In the sphere of individual moral consciousness an 
analogy to “matter” appears in the concept of “environment,” so far as 
that checks our purely rational or autonomous acts. 5 ) Plotinus came near 
to making matter a kind of recalcitrant and obstructive low-grade 
stuff—a clay or powder—hence a positive principle of amorphousness. 

An ugly thing is something that has not been entirely mastered 

by pattern, that is by reason, the matter not yielding at all points 

and in all respects to Ideal-form.— Ennead I, vi, 2 

A later Athenian Neo-Platonist, Proclus (who has been called the Aris¬ 
totle of the movement), was to put the doctrine 61 evil as negation in a 
safer form. 

4 “If we think of the vortex attributed to Discord by Empedocles as formed by 
circles diminishing until they are nothing, and of the opposing sphere attributed to 
Concord as forming from itself an opposing vortex, the apex of each vortex in the 
middle of the other’s base, we have the fundamental symbol of my * instructors” 
(William Buder Yeats, A Vision , London, 1937, p. 68). “My instructors used ... a 
double cone or vortex, preferring to consider subjectivity and objectivity as in¬ 
tersecting states struggling one against the other” (p. 71). 

* Ennead \ y viii, 7, 15. 
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If Evil be wholly independent of God, then there is plurality 
of First Principles, Good and Evil arising from two several 
sources. . . . we can neither introduce a Form of things evil, 
nor yet consider Matter to be their cause. . . . Accordingly, we 
must . . . represent them [evils] as a side-product of certain 
partial and dispersed causes. ... If a body is infected with Evil 
it doubtless embraces diverse elements which do not observe 
their just relative proportions, and thus, because every part 
would have the mastery, distemper is generated as a side-product. 

—In Rempubliccmij 358 

We find Plotinus in the earlier of two essays which he wrote on 
beauty, 0 Ennead , I, vi, strongly inclined, like his master Plato, to de¬ 
preciate physical beauty, or at best to value it as an approach to the real 
beauty of intelligence in the Yonder. 

He that has the strength, let him arise and withdraw into him¬ 
self, foregoing all that is known by the eyes, turning away 
forever from the material beauty that once made his joy. When 
he perceives those shapes , of grace that show in body, let him 
not pursue: he must know them for copies, vestiges, shadows, 
and hasten away towards That they tell of. For if anyone follow 
what is like a beautiful shape playing over water—is there not 
a myth telling in symbol of such a dupe, how he sank into the 
depths of the current and was swept away to nothingness? 

—Ennead I, vi, 8 

Therefore the Soul must be trained—to the habit of remarking, 
first, all noble pursuits, then the works of beauty produced 
not by the labour of the arts but by the virtue of men known 
for their goodness: lastly, you must search the souls of those 
that have shared these beautiful forms.— Ennead I, vi, 9 

This we might say is the Symposium of Plato revisited. Perhaps the 
tone is even more lofty—and somewhat more severe. Yet it required 
little more than a shift of accent for Plotinus to distinguish himself 
from the Gnostic puritans of that era, the philosophers who were carry¬ 
ing the distinction between matter and formal reality to the point of 
malting apparent natural beauty an actual ugliness and evil. 

°The identity of Being, Good, and Beauty, and of Negation, Evil and Ugli¬ 
ness is to be assumed throughout the discussion, “Wc may even say that Beauty is 
the authentic-Existcnts and Ugliness is the Principle contrary to Existence: and the 
Ugly is also the primal evil; therefore its contrary is at once good and beautiful, or 
is Good and Beauty: and hence tlie one method will discover to us the Beauty-Good 
and the Ugliness-Evil. ... the Intellectual-Principle ... is preeminently the mani¬ 
festation of Beauty; through the Intellectual-Principle Soul is beautiful.”— Ennead I, 

vi, 6 
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Evil is not alone: by virtue of the nature of Good, the power 
of Good, it is not evil alone: it appears necessarily, bound 
around with bonds of Beauty, like some captive bound in fetters 
of gold .—Emiead I, viii, 15 

What geometrician or arithmetician could fail to take pleasure 
in the symmetries, correspondences and principles of order ob¬ 
served in visible things? . . . Surely no one seeing the loveliness 
lavish in the world of sense—this vast orderliness, the Form 
which the stars even in their remoteness display—no one could 
be so dull-witted, so immovable, as not to be carried by all this 
to recollection, and gripped by reverent awe in the thought of 
all this, so great, sprung from that greatness. 

—Emiead II, ix, 16 

And if nature may be countenanced—as an excellent mirror or image 
—what of art? It would have been greatly to our discomfort had so 
radical a phil6sopher of unity and being as Plotinus not written in En - 
nead V, viii (one of his later essays if the chronology of Porphyry 
is correct) a defence of worldly beauty which was catholic enough to 
find room even for the products of art. 7 This he manages by saying 
that artists, far from being at a disadvantage, as on the Platonic view of 
double removal from reality, actually enjoy a more than usual divine 
radiation of 7 ions> a more than usually full participation in the Divine 
Intelligence and realization of the beautiful reality , of the Yonder. It 
is a simple exchange of basic analogies, and in the rarefied atmosphere 
of the Plotinian context it may seem almost arbitrary. But it makes the 
difference between two worlds of literary theory. 

Still the arts are not to be slighted on the ground that they 
create by imitation of natural objects; for, to begin with, these 
natural objects are themselves imitations; then, we must recog¬ 
nize that they [the arts] give no bare reproduction of the thing 
seen but go back to the Ideas from which nature derives, and, 
furthermore, that much of their work is all their own; they are 
molders of beauty and add where nature is lacking. Thus Pheid- 
ias wrought the Zeus upon no model among things of sense 
but by apprehending what form Zeus must take if he chose to 
become manifest to sight .—Emiead V, viii, 1 

If we are willing to give this passage the benefit of some 1,400 years’ 
anachronism, to place it momentarily in a context shining back from, 
let us say, the Germany of the Schlegels and the England of Coleridge 

7 The concession is made more cursorily in die paragraph of II, ix from which 
we have just quoted. 
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and Shelley (and such a procedure can be by no means contrary to 
the spirit of a really critical and theoretical inquiry), we may agree with 
those historians who have already proclaimed Plotinus as the earliest 
systematic philosopher of the creative imagination. 8 


Ill 

Ennead V, viii is a remarkable essay in general aesthetics, not only for 
its Platonic eloquence and lofty metaphysics, but for certain more ana¬ 
lytic problems which it is likely to pose to a thoughtful reading. We have 
seen that the emphasis of the Plotinian system lies upon a kind of unity 
which we can conceive as the triumph of an ordering principle over 
multiplicity and diversity of parts. It is even difficult to conceive this 
triumph except as occurring through and in virtue of the diversity of 
the parts. The Plotinian term “simple” ( haploits ), a modern editor of 
Plotinus explains, may describe either absence of internal differentia¬ 
tion (as with the simplicity or unity of a pebble) or precisely the 
opposite, a high degree of internal differentiation —in other words, or¬ 
ganic unity (as with the unity of a living body). 9 The kind of unity and 
intelligibility enjoyed by the Plotinian object of knowledge is further¬ 
more not that of a species, but that of an individual, and of an individual 
so intensely organized as to be microcosmic, an implication of the 
whole universe. 

Each member shall remain what it is, distinctly apart; yet all 
is to form, as far as possible, a complete unity so that whatever 
comes into view shall show as it were the surface of the orb 
over all, bringing immediately with it the vision, on the one 
plane, of the sun and of all the stars with earth and sea and all 
living things as if exhibited upon a transparent globe. 

—Ennead V, viii, 9 

Yet the system of Plotinus, in another of its emphases, transcends, as 
we have seen, the heterogeneity of this world in an ascent to a divine 
One that is so simply One as to be conceivable only by the method of 
abstraction and negation. As the mind turns from this abstracted and 

8 The specifically aesthetic idea and the same example occur also in the Life of 
Apollonius of Tyarux written in the same century by Flavius Philostratus. “For imi¬ 
tation will fashion what it has seen, but imagination goes on to what it has not seen, 
which it will assume as the standard of reality. ... If you have envisaged the char¬ 
acter of Zeus, you must sec him with the firmament and the seasons and the stars, as 
Phcidias 'strove to do in this statue.” VI, 19. The passage is part of an argument that 
Greek plastic art rose above the animal symbolism of the Egyptians to an expression 
of divinity in the human form. Flavius Philostratus of Tarsus (c. a.d. 172-245) was a 
sophist who taught rhetoric at Athens and Rome. 

1 0 Dodds, pp. 45-d, notes to Ennead VI, vii, 13-15. 
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severe concept back to the diverse and composite world of nature and 
art, certain perplexities may arise. 

Among the criteria of beauty known to later antiquity two of the 
most respected were those emphasized by Stoic philosophers and lit¬ 
terateurs: symmetry and brightness of color . 1 But how could symmetry 
be part of the definition of beauty? Think, says Plotinus, what that 
doctrine leads us to. 

Only a compound can be beautiful, never anything devoid of 
parts; and only a whole; the several parts will have beauty, not 
in themselves, but only as working together to give a comely 
total. Yet beauty in an aggregate demands beauty in details; 
it cannot be constructed out of ugliness; its law must run 
throughout.— Ennead I, vi, i 2 

All the loveliness of color and even the light of the sun, being 
devoid of parts and so not beautiful by symmetry, must be ruled 
out of the realm of beauty. And how comes gold to be a beauti¬ 
ful thing? And lightning by night, and the stars, why are these 
so fair?— Ennead I, vi, i 

Such questions may be translated all too easily into the language of 
the practical literary critic. How many lines of a poem, we might ask 
ourselves, do we read before we begin to form some opinion of its 
merit? How many scenes of a play, before knowing whether we 
enjoy it? Certain short phrases have, or seem to have, poetic power— 
the sudden flashes of the sublime about which Longinus spoke—the 
sure “touchstones” or sovereign fragments by which Matthew Arnold 
in a distant post-Platonic age would propose the ordering of criticism. 
Our choice between a holistic view of art and a connoisseurship of the 
disjecta membra may not be able altogether to escape the fact that in 
one of its most natural, primitive, and perennial uses, the term beautiful 
docs apply to simple and bright and smooth objects—gold rather than 
rusty iron, a polished topaz rather than a lump of mud. The Stoic 
doctrine of charming color may seem, when confronted with such ex¬ 
amples, not very profoundly integrated with that of symmetry. If 
nowadays we refuse to entertain any such conception as that earlier 
Greek one of kosmos 3 —the word “purple” or the word “topaz” as a 

1 Cicero, Tusculan Disputations IV, 13. Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics XIII, 3^ 
“The essential characters composing beauty are order, symmetry, and definition.” 

2 Cf, the statement of Coleridge, written not without influence of Neo-Platonic 
reading, but shaded too by the Kantian distinction between the beautiful and the 
agreeable: A poem is a species of composition which proposes “to itself such delight 
from the 'whole , as is compatible with a distinct graufication from each component 
part ” ( Biographia Literaria f XIV). 

3 Cf. Lane Cooper, “The Verbal ‘Ornament’ (KOSMOS) in Aristode’s Art of 
Poetry,” Classical and Mediaeval Studies m Honor of Edward Kermard Rand , ed. 
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valuable ornament in a poem—or to adopt the thought of the sophist 
Hippias in the Platonic dialogue, “Gold is what is beautiful,”—neverthe¬ 
less we do to some extent inevitably recognize the affinity between the 
beautiful and the brilliant. We do so, for instance, in the very metaphors 
we choose for commending works of art—bright or brilliant or clean or 
clear, we are likely to say, not muddy, or dirty or drab. 

The reconciliation which Plotinus himself effects between simple 
brightness and complex intelligible order as criteria of beauty is based 
on a metaphor that runs through all Platonic philosophy, beginning with 
the great image of the dark cave and the fire of knowledge in the Re¬ 
public and the analogy of sun and eyesight to truth and intelligence. 

The beauty of colour is also the outcome of a Unification. It 
derives from shape, from the conquest of the darkness inherent 
in matter by the pouring-in of light, the unembodied, which is a 
Rational-Principle and an Ideal-Form. 

Hence it is that fire itself is splendid beyond all material bodies, 
holding the rank of Ideal Principle to the other elements, making 
ever upwards, the subtlest and sprightliest of all bodies, as very 
near to the unembodied; itself alone admitting no other, all the 
others penetrated by it: for they take warmth but this is never 
cold; it has colour primally; they receive the Form of colour 
from it: hence the splendour of its light, the splendour that be¬ 
longs to the Idea. And all that has resisted and is but uncertainly 
held by its light remains outside of beauty, as not having ab¬ 
sorbed the plenitude of the Form or colour.— Emiead , I, vi, 3 

In the Persian dualistic system, the god of light, Ormazd, is the principle 
of good; the god of darkness, Ahriman, the equally positive principle of 
evil. It is one of the insights of the Platonic Western mind to make dark¬ 
ness a negation, brightness an analogue of all that is positive—knowledge, 
form, being, Divinity. 

O Light eternal who only in thyself abidest, only 
thyself doest understand, and to thy self, self- 
understood, self-understanding, turnest love and smiling! 4 

L. W. Jones (New York, 1938), pp. 61-77. “Further, add words for fine raiment, as 
‘purple/ and armor, as ‘corslet/ ‘glaive/ and ‘hauberk,’ and all the noble names for 
things that delight the senses, particularly sight and hearing, as Aristotle notes, but 
also touch, taste, and smell, and delight the higher sensibilities, and for things with 
which men and women adorn themselves, their servants, their animals, their houses, 
public buildings, ships; ‘jewel’ and the names of jewels—‘beryl/ ‘topaz/ ‘amethyst/ 
‘diamond/ ‘coral/ ‘pearl/ and ‘ruby’; words for incense and perfume—‘frankincense/ 
‘spices/ and ‘myrrh’; beautiful words from music, ‘music* itself, ‘melody/ ‘harmony/ 
‘choral/ ‘canticle/ ‘alleluia/ and the names of instruments, the harp, the flute. . . /* 
(pp. 70-1). 

4 Faradiso, XXXIII, 124-6, trans. Philip H. Wicksteed. 
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O luce eterna , che sola in te sidi, 
sola fintendi, e, da te intelletc 
ed intendente te, ami ed arridi! 

Hail holy Light, offspring of Heaven first-born, 

Or of the Eternal coeternal beam. 

Lo! thy dread Empire, CHAOS! is restored; 

Light dies before thy uncreating word; 

And universal darkness buries all. 

The idea of brightness as intelligible form is closely connected with 
another classical aesthetic idea—found, for instance, in Plato’s ?hilebus 
and Hippias Major and again in Enneads I, vi, i—that Beauty is discerned 
chiefly by the senses of sight and hearing 5 —these being the highest or 
most intellectual senses and those through which we derive our most dis¬ 
tinct ideas of pattern and, more abstractly and metaphysically, of “form.” 
Plotinus takes it for granted that sight comes first. “Beauty addresses itself 
chiefly to sight.” 

Again the refined sensory experience of sight allies itself readily 
with the idea that human knowledge arises from some kind of interde¬ 
pendence between object and organ. “Thought and thing depend upon 
and correspond to each other.” 

Never did the eye see the sun unless it had first become Sunlike, 
and never can the soul have vision of the First Beauty unless it¬ 
self be beautiful.— Enneads I, vi, 9 

Like alone sees like. Or as modern students of neo-Platonism, quoting 
Blake, are likely to put it. 

The sun’s light when he unfolds it, 

Depends on the organ that beholds it. 

Or, quoting Goethe: 

Did not the eye partake of sun, 

Sun would be darkness to our seeing; 

No splendour could from the divine be won 
Were God not part of mortal being. 0 

In the higher reaches of Plotinian thought, the idea of the brilliant intel¬ 
ligibility of all being blends into the idea that being is pure intelligibility 

5 Cf. Aristotle, Politics VIII, 5, and ante Chapter 2, pp. 26-7. 

6 Ludwig Lewisohn, Goethe: The Story of a Mail (New York, c. 1949)* H 74, 
Lewisohn’s translation from Goethe’s Zahvie Xenten, III, by permission of Farrar, 
Straus and Cudahy, Inc. 
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or is composed of ideas. “It is hard to work down to crude matter be¬ 
neath all that sheathing of idea.” T 

Perhaps one of the chief questions about beauty which the system of 
Plotinus is likely to provoke a modern reader to ask will run somewhat 
as follows: Are all the perfect forms ( eide ) equally good and beautiful." 
And if not, how do we know which sensible forms have more beauty 
than others? Is a peacock more beautiful than a goose? Is a worm or a 
warthog more beautiful than certain objects undoubtedly lower in the 
hierarchy of complex unities but more usually called beautiful, say a 
block of lapis lazuli or even a finely cut diamond? Plotinus himself has 
written two contrasting passages which present the problem succinctly. 
One, from Ennead I, vi, 2, we have quoted above: 

. . . there is the beauty, conferred by craftsmanship, of all a 
house with all its parts, and the beauty which some natural qual¬ 
ity may give to a single stone. 

The following appears in Ennead V, viii, 1: 

Suppose two blocks of stone lying side by side: one is unpat- 
temed, quite untouched by art; the other has been minutely 
wrought by the craftsman’s hands into some statue of God or 
man, a Grace or a Muse, or if a human being, not a portrait but a 
creation in which the sculptor’s art has concentrated all loveli¬ 
ness. 

Now it must be seen that the stone thus brought under the 
artist’s hand to the beauty of form is beautiful not as stone—for 
so the crude stone would be as pleasant—but in virtue of the 
form or idea introduced by art. This form is not in the material; 
it is in the designer before it enters the stone. 

The stone as something already existent is a being and has a form of its 
own, a unity and beauty. But then to expound the stamping of form on 
the formlessness of sheer matter, we adopt the analogy of the image finely 
imposed upon the simple and unadorned piece of material. Form upon 
form. And how beautiful was the original form? And is something of it 
not lost in the carving? The theory of Plotinus does not start as a theory 
of beauty, much less as a theory of art or poems. It is a theory of the 
world and God, of all being and all knowing, and only as an incident 

7 Ennead V, viii, 7. Ennead I, vi, 3 bears a marked resemblance to the notion of 
closure or psychic completion of forms found today in Gestalt psychology and in 
general aesthetics. “So with the perceptive faculty: discerning in certain objects the 
Ideal-form which has bound and controlled shapeless matter, opposed in nature to 
Idea, seeing further stamped upon the common shapes some shape excellent above 
the common, it gathers into unity what still remains fragmentary, catches it up and 
carries it within, no longer a thing of parts, and presents it to the Ideal-Princi¬ 
ple. . . ” 
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or an analogy does it rfind a place for art. The opposite procedure, to 
start by explicitly attempting a theory of art and to move away from that 
to a general epistemology,—that is, to try to explain art or beauty or 
poetry by a principle so broad that it explains everything else too—is a 
reversal, or mirror imaging, of neo-Platonism which appears in some 
forms of modern idealism and aesthetic and perhaps testifies to the tough¬ 
ness of the paradox posed by Plotinus . 8 


IV 

The ideas of Plotinus, though perhaps least likely of all ideas about 
aesthetics to be widely known or respected today, have had their subse¬ 
quent career and their analogues—especially among Christian philosophers 
from about the time of Plotinus himself to the late middle ages. St. Au¬ 
gustine for instance had read Plotinus in a Latin translation, and as he 
shared with Plotinus the aim of combatting the several forms of dualism 
and Puritanism prevalent in the third and fourth centuries (he was fre¬ 
quently engaged, for instance, Contra Mamchaeos ), he gives us some 
rather close echoes of the neo-Platonic philosopher. 

Without unity nothing could exist. To be is no other than to be 
one; the more unity a thing has, so much the more being does it 
possess ... no material object is really one because a body as 
such is indefinitely divisible, potentially, if not actually . 9 

Any beautiful object whatsoever is more worthy of praise in its 
totality as a whole than in any one of its parts. So great is the 
power of integrity and unity that what pleases as a part pleases 
much more as a unified whole . 1 

The Plotinian affinity between subject and object is argued by Au¬ 
gustine at both the sensory and spiritual levels. The senses enjoy whatever 
is proportioned to them by simple reason of the principle that agreement 
always produces pleasure . 2 And the full aesthetic pleasure of delighted 
contemplation (beate contemplari) occurs in the presence of objects 
which are in harmony not only with the senses but with the whole na- 

8 See post Chapter 23, Benedetto Croce. 

0 De Moribus Ecclesiac Catbolicae et de Moribiis 'Manichaeorum II, vi. Trans¬ 
lations from Augustine in this paragraph are adopted from Immanuel Chapman, 
Saint Augustine's Philosophy of Beauty (New York, 1935); sec csp. pp. 59* 61, 63. 
See the same author’s “Some Aspects of St. Augustine’s Philosophy of Beauty,** 
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticis?n } I (Spring, 1941)/46-51. The Latin texts of 
St. Augustine may be consulted in J. C. Migne’s Patrologia Latina , vols. XXXII and 
XXXIV (Paris, 1841, 1845). 

1 De Genesi Contra Manicbaeos I, xxi. 

2 De Vera Religione I, xxxix; De Musica VI, xiii. 
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turc of man, especially with the mind as the ruler and interpreter of the 
senses . 3 In Augustine’s treatise De Mvsica a line from a hymn by St. 
Ambrose, Dens creator omnium , furnishes the more analytic concepts 
funnelcd as it were towards unity—of number, form, and order . 4 The 
heading of Book VI of the De Music a, “The ascent from rhythm in sense 
to the immortal rhythm which is in truth,” 5 synopsizes the argument by 
which Augustine, returning to Pythagorean and Platonic ideas about num¬ 
ber, performs for the aesthetic of sound a service analogous to that per¬ 
formed by Plotinus for the aesthetic of bright colors. Like Plotinus and 
even more like Socrates arguing the doctrine of recollection ( anamnesis) 
in the Phacdo and Meno , Augustine is at a loss to know how we derive 
from our actually imperfect material experiences the normative concepts 
of order and perfection. He maintains that we do not. Such criteria are 
supplied to our minds, or infused, directly by divine gift . 0 

The argument is marked by a certain etherealism, an appeal to what 
a modern literary critic might call the “angelic imagination.” 7 The quest 
for beauty is rather an argument from divine postulates than an attempt 
to ascend from human experience. Or at any rate it is ordered by a devo¬ 
tion to harmony and unity which in many places seems to entertain little 
respect for the multiplicity and resistance of the secular principle. The 
supreme good of the spirit is monas , a state of freedom from the discords 
incident to human life, even from the division intrinsic to sex. Moral evil 
is duas 7 two-ness, the failure to submit to the power of the One . 8 From 
such principles it follows more or less plausibly—though perhaps not 
with strict necessity—that among geometrical figures an equilateral tri¬ 
angle is more beautiful than a scalene, a square even more beautiful than 
an equilateral triangle, and a circle the most beautiful figure of all . 0 One 
likes the doors and windows of a house to be arranged symmetrically . 1 
Here is a critical spirit which if not militantly anti-dramatic seems at 
least largely indifferent to whatever aesthetic claims may be enjoyed by 
the principle of division or conflict. Like Plotinus, Augustine seems to 
understand beauty as arising through a unity which occurs in spite of, 
or aside from, the diversity of parts. Certainly this beauty does not arise 
through , or at least not in virtue of, that diversity. 

It may be with some surprise that we encounter certain remarks 
which Augustine let fall in other connections. A work of art, he will say 

3 Dc Or dine II, xii. 

4 Dc Musica VI, ii. 

6 W. F. Jackson Knight, St. Augustine's De Musica (London, 1949). 

0 De Vera Religione I, xxx-xxxi. 

7 Allen Tate, The Forlorn Demon (Chicago, 1953), esp. p. 37; William F. Lynch, 
“Theology and the Imagination,” Thought , XXIX (Spring, 1954)1 csp. p. 76. 

8 De Ordine II, xv-xix; Gilbert and Kuhn, pp. 133-4, citing k. Svoboda, 
VEsthetique de St. Augustine et ses Sources , Brno, 1933. 

8 De Quantitate Anhnae I, ix. 

1 De Ordine II, xi. 
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in one place, has its own truth, and just in virtue of its being a particular 
species of falsehood. An artist cannot be true to himself unless he is in a 
sense a maker of lies . 2 Again: Rightly attuned souls will look at all things 
in their contexts. Beauty cannot bear scrutiny in isolation. Augustine is 
indeed able to countenance something very much like an artistic theory 
of harmony through contrast, beauty in variety: Poets use even bar¬ 
barisms and solecisms to ‘‘season” their poetry; sweet music is made 
sweeter by the consonance of differing voices; a drama needs clowns and 
villains to bring out the virtue of the heroes . 3 

One problem which somewhat puzzled Augustine concerned the ap¬ 
pearance of symbols in the Scriptures. Why was it pleasant to linger in 
symbols? to prefer the outer show to the inner and pure meaning? Was it 
commendable? The more remote or difficult the divine symbol (the lion, 
the panther, the bear, the worm), the more difficult perhaps the problem. 
Another writer of the patristic era, the Pseudo-Dionysius, speaks (almost 
in what nowadays we might call “metaphysical” terms) of incongruity, 
shock and stimulus to the mind in unravelling mystery . 4 Augustine him¬ 
self engages in a meditation which comes close to stating, if not so close 
to solving, one of the main problems of literary criticism in every age. 

I feel greater pleasure in contemplating holy men, when I view 
them as the teeth of the Church, tearing men away from their 
errors. ... It is with the greatest pleasure too that I recognize 
them under the figure of sheep that have been shorn. . . . But 
why I view them with greater delight under chat aspect than if 
no such figure were drawn from the sacred books, though the 
fact would remain the same, is another question, and one very 
difficult to answer. Nobody, however, has any doubt about the 
facts, both that it is pleasanter in some cases to have knowledge 
communicated through figures, and that what is attended with 
difficulty in the seeking gives greater pleasure in the finding . 8 

V 

Nine hundred years later than Augustine, Thomas Aquinas turned the 
preoccupation of Christian metaphysics from the Platonic realm yonder 

2 Soliloquia II, x. Cf. Confessions III, vi; Gilbert and Kuhn, p. 126. 

3 De Ordinc II, iv. Gilbert and Kuhn, p. 138, point out that Plotinus had said: 
“Take away the low characters and the power of the drama is gone; they arc part 
and parcel of it.” 

4 De Coelesti Hicrarchia II {“Quod apte res divinae atque coelestes dissmnlibus 
etiam signis explicentur 1 ') , v (in Patrologia Graeco , ed. J. C. Migne, III, 143-6)- Cf. 
Gilbert and Kuhn, p. 154-5. 

5 De Doctrine Christiana II, vi, quoted by Gilbert and Kuhn, pp. 153-4* from 
Nicenc and Post-Nicenc Fathers , 1st Series, II (Buffalo, 1887), 537. Cf, Migne,' 
Fatrologia Latina, XXXIV, 38-9. 
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of forms to an Aristotelian, immediately experienced world of natural 
substances. It was a world, however, which pointed upwards (like a cathe¬ 
dral, says Henry Adams) to a transcendentally substantive and personal 
God . 0 Between the dreaminess of Plotinian pantheistic immanence and 
the concrete, particular, historical claim of Christianity there was a differ¬ 
ence which was bound to develop sooner or later theoretical differences 
at the aesthetic as well as at the metaphysical and theological levels. The 
Plotinian theory of emanation, a theory of continuity between Creator 
and created, a shading of values, is supplanted in the Christian Aris- 
totelianism of Aquinas by an emphatic distinction between God and his 
works. Our apprehension of God, the source of the beautiful, is not by 
any kind of either spiritual or abstractive suffusion, as, for instance, of 
light from an inner stage seen through a gauze curtain, but by a clear 
apprehension of, and reasoning from, the separate works of His hand. 
The philosophy of the first ten or twelve centuries of the Christian era 
had been, for that matter, not only a Platonic attack on materialism (at 
some moments even carried to the extreme of “iconoclasm” 7 ) but alter¬ 
natively, in certain phases, a realistic (and in that sense a materialistic) 
defense of this world against the Gnostic and Manichaean rarefactions of 
value . 8 A certain kind of beauty, a serenely abstracted and ordered cosmos 
of neo-Platonism (in which abstraction itself was spirituality and di¬ 
vinity)—like the columns of a Greek temple distant upon a hill in a 
luminous mist—was cut across and wrecked by the concretely historical, 
bloody and suffering claim of Christianity. A fourth-century Roman 
philosopher, Eunapius, called it a “fabulous and formless darkness mas¬ 
tering the loveliness of the world .” 9 And a modern Irish poet has 
echoed: 

The Roman Empire stood appalled: 

It dropped the reins of peace and war 
When that fierce virgin and her Star 
Out of the fabulous darkness called . 1 

Yet we may be disappointed if we look to Aquinas or to other 
theologians of the high Middle Ages for any new and more concrete 
theory of beauty, of fine art in general, or of poetry. In the aesthetic re¬ 
marks of Aquinas—remarks occurring mainly at three places in his 

°Sec the elaboration of this image by Henry Adams, Mont-Saint-Micbel and 
Chartres (Boston, 1927), p. 382. 

7 Cf. Bosanquct, A History of Aesthetic , pp. 132-9. 

8 Cf. Etienne Gilson, The Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas y trans. Edward 
Bullough (London, 1937)» Ch. 17, esp. p. 354; Thomas Gilby, Poetic Experience 
(New York, 1934) » PP- * 3 - 4 - # 

9 Eunapius, Vita Maxbni, quoted by E. R. Dodds, Select Passages Illustrating 
Neoplatonisvt (London, 1923), p. 8. 

1 W. B. Yeats, “Two Songs from a Play,” Collected Poems (New York, 194*)» 
p 246 by permission of The Macmillan Company. 
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Suvrwa Theologiae 2 and in his opuscular commentary on the Divine 
Navies of Dionysius—we have a discussion of “beauty” precisely as a 
“Divine Name.” “Beauty” belongs to form and intelligence, and hence 
pre-eminently to the contemplative life . 3 If we try to take Aquinas in the 
most secular or natural way we can—lookihg at what he says about the 
objects in this world which are the analogical starting points for our 
knowledge of Divine beauty and at what he says about the human ex¬ 
perience of perceiving beauty, we find a kind of tabloid and laconic, even 
casual, codification of the principles with which we are familiar in the 
earlier centuries of neo-Platonism. Beautiful things, he says, are those 
which are apprehended with pleasure— quae visa placent —and thus he 
parallels Augustine in giving his simplest definition of the beautiful a sub¬ 
jective accent. As with Augustine and Plotinus, we are once more in 
the presence of a basic assumption of radical harmony between man the 
knower and the external universe which he knows—and in some parts of 
which he takes a special delight. The beauty of a beautiful object consists 
not merely in a self-enclosed character but in a corresponding external 
relation of fitness to the knowing subject, a relation of knowability. All 
knowledge, and especially knowledge of the beautiful, and pleasure in 
the beautiful, arise by a kind of union between subject and object . 4 

As for that object itself, the cognitive counterpart of aesthetic pleas¬ 
ure, it must have three qualities ( tria requiruntur): wholeness or perfec¬ 
tion ( integritas sive perfectio ), due proportion or harmony ( debita pro - 
portio sive consonantia ), and brilliance ( claritas ). The term “harmony” 
may sound sufficiently broad, but it is worth noting that in this passage 
Aquinas seems to be thinking chiefly about the kind of “harmony” that 
obtains between an image and what it images. This requirement for 
beauty, he says, is found in the Son because he is the “express image of 
the Father” (inquantum est imago expressa Patris ). 5 6 No doubt the Stoic 

2 Sunrma Theologiae I, 5,4, ad im {quae visa placent ); I, 39, 8 (tria requiruntur ); 
I—II, 27, 1, ad 3m {sensus viaximi cognoscitivi). Works of Aquinas arc conveniently 
consulted in Sancti Thomae Aquinatis . . . Opera Omnia , ed. Vernon J. Bourke, 
vols. I-XXV (New York: Musurgia Publishers, 1948-50). This is a photographic 
reproduction of the edition at Parma, 1852-73. 

3 “Et ideo in vita contemplative, quae consistit in actu ratioms , per se et es- 

sentialiter inventur pulchritudo .” Sunrma Theologiae II—II, 180, 2, ad 3m. 

* “Sensus delectantur in rebus debite proportionate, si cut in sibi shnilibus. . . . 
Et cognitio fit per assimilationem, assimilitudo autevi respicit form am ” (Sunrma 
Theologiae I, 5, 4, ad im). Concerning the peculiarly subjective and emotive kind of 
knowledge called by nco-Thomists ‘‘knowledge through connaturality” or “knowl¬ 
edge through affective connaturality,” see Thomas Gilby, Poetic Experience (New 
York, 1934)* p- 21; Jacques Maritain, Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry (New 
York, 1953)1 PP- 1 17-25- See dc Bruyne I, 26 and III, 23 on musical and visual harmonies 
between man and the universe in different phases of medieval aesthetics. 

6 Sunrma Theologiae I, 39, 8. Echoing Aristotle and other ancient writers, Aqui¬ 
nas adds that an image is said to be beautiful if it perfectly represents even an ugly 
object {Unde videmus quod aliqua i??iago dicitur esse pule hr a, si perfecte repraesentat 
rem, quamvis turpe?n). It is perhaps permissible to reflect further that if an image 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 1 2 8 

criterion of bright color occurs to Aquinas with a special recommendation 
in the light of the cathedral art with which he was familiar, the Byzantine 
mosaic, the rose-stained glass of nave or apse , 0 the bright painting of the 
school of Cimabue. “Bright colored objects,” remarks Aquinas, “are said 
to be beautiful.” Yet neo-scholastic commentators hasten to assure us, 
and plausibly, that such claritas is but the accent of perfection in the 
structural concept. They produce from an opusculum written either 
by Aquinas or by his master Albertus the phrase resplendentia format — 
“the splendor of form shining upon the proportioned parts of matter, or 
upon diverse powers or actions .” * I * * * * * 7 In Aquinas, as in most of the theologi¬ 
cal and aesthetic writers of his century, and notably the Franciscans, we 
find the Plotinian and Platonic philosophy of light more radiant than ever. 
Claritas, splendor, resplendentia, fulgor, lux, lumen —such words recur 
throughout theological writing with almost as much frequency as words 
relating to form itself or to unity and being . 8 9 And we are not surprised to 
read in this context, as we have read before in Plato, Plotinus, and Au¬ 
gustine, that sight and hearing are the senses which preeminently open 
on beauty, because they are the preeminently intellectual senses ( maxima 
cognoscitlvi)* 

is'proportioned to an object (even an ugly object), the image by that very fact 
will have its own, internal, proportion or harmony, corresponding to the degree of 
harmony which the object must have in order to be an object at all. See the interesting 
speculation of Dorothy Sayers on “Trinitarian” aspects of poetic creation, Un - 
popular Opinions (London, 1946), p. 37, “Towards a Christian Acsthctic. ,M John A. 
Duffy, A Philosophy of Poetry Based oil Thomistic Principles (Washington, D.C., 

I 945 )» PP« 28-9, Uses a number of passages on beauty in which Aquinas uses such 

terms as consonantia, ordo, proportio in a more directly internal sense to mean re¬ 

lation or location of parts (situs parttum ). 

°Cf. Robert Grinnell, “Iconography and Philosophy in the Crucifixion Win¬ 
dow at Poitiers,” Art Bulletin, XXVIII (September, 1946), 171-96. 

7 Opusculum de Pulcbro et Bono I, 6, 2. Cf. Jacques Maritain, Art and Scho¬ 

lasticism, trans. J. F. Scanlan (New York, 1943), pp. 25, 160; Leonard Callahan, A 
Theory of Esthetic, According to the Principles of St. Thomas Aquinas (Washing¬ 
ton, D.C n 1927), pp. 31, 89, 126, quoting Opuscula Selecta S. Thomae Aquinatis 
(Paris, 1908) XXI, De Pulchro et de Bono: ^[Pulchrum] congregat omnia, et hoc 
babet ex parte forviae cujus resplendentia facit pulchrum . . . . Secundum autevi 
quod forma resplendet' super partes materiae, sic est pulchrum habens rationed 
congregandi . , . . Ratio pulchri in universali consistit in resplendentia formae super 

partes materiae proportionates, vel super diversas vires, vel actiones .” 

8 Gilbert and Kuhn, p. 141. For an extended account of the pervasive ijth- 
century neo-Platonic and Biblical philosophy of light—an aesthetic of light, mystical, 
physical, and cosmological—see de Bruyne III, 3-29, “Uesthetique de la lumiereP 
See Robert Grosseteste, On Light, trans. Clare C. Riedl (Milwaukee, 194* )• 

9 u lUi sensus praecipue respiciunt pulchrum qui maxvme cognoscitivi sunt, scilicet 
vistis et auditus rationi deservientes: dichtms enirn pulchra visibilia et pulchros sonos; 
non enbn dichnus pulchros sapores out odores n (Sumrna Thcologiae I—II, 27, ! » 
ad 3m). The opinion of Aquinas seems, however, by no means rigid. Other passages 
(Sunnna Thcologiae I, 91, 3, ad 3m; In Libris Anstotelis De Qoelo et Mundo Ex- 
positio II; 14) suggest that he looked upon the human pleasure in smelling flowets 
as close to the beautiful when compared with an animal's pleasure in smelling food. 
See John A. Duffy, A Philosophy of Beauty ..., p. 62. 
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Beauty is thought to be apprehended in a kind of reposeful contem¬ 
plation (pulchnmi . . . cuius ipsa apprehensio placet) 1 and in that sense 
is different from the good ( borrum ), 1 2 which is the object of appetite. 
The conception is much better known to modem aestheticians under its 
Kantian name of “disinterest.” There may be difficulties here, relating to 
the fact that the very act of knowing is a kind of possessing, so that “pos¬ 
session” in the sense of control or ownership, though less often requisite 
for aesthetic knowing than for other kinds of knowing, is scarcely the 
crux of the argument. We know the picture that we see in the art gallery 
(or in our own collection), and we know the apple that we eat, and it is 
these two kinds of knowledge or possession that must be compared—the 
amorphic and even destructively internal possession of the apple and the 
more coolly distanced ocular union with the picture. The pleasure af¬ 
forded by a thing we call beautiful—whether a natural object or a product 
of art—would seem to differ from other pleasures in being more steady 
and cumulative and more surely held by the mind, and more charged with 
symbolic intimations. In the case of the overtly symbolic or referential 
arts at least, and especially in that of verbal arts, it is easy to make a dis¬ 
tinction between those, the rhetorical, whose end is persuasory and dy¬ 
namic (to move us toward their referents) and those others, the poetic 
—sometimes nowadays called the “autotclic”—arts, which seem to absorb 
the interest of their referents and hold it in themselves by a kind of 
symbolic suspension. 

One of the most striking technical feats of Thomist aesthetic consists 
in its being able to confront rather squarely that paradox of the two stones 
—plain beauty and excellently carved beauty—which was bequeathed 
by Plotinus. This is accomplished through one of the central concepts of 
the metaphysics, that of “analogy,” the very concept by which the whole 
world of created reality is kept both dependent upon and apart from God. 
Both above and below, beauty is in everything. It is a transcendental, 
surpassing “all limits of kind or category.” It is always relative to the 
individual form . 3 It is predicated differently (that is, analogously) of each 
beautiful object in the wide variety of objects to which we give that 

1 Swmna Theologiae I—II, 271, ad 3m. Cf. In Librmn Beati Dionysii de Divinis 
Now ini bus Expositio IV, v, 356: “Quamvis autevi pulchnmi et bomnn sint idem 
subiecto, quia term claritas quam consonemtia sub ratione bom continenturtcmien 
ratione diffenmt: nam pulchnmi addit supra bommi y ordinem ad vim cognoscitivam 
illud esse buiusmodi” (ed. Fra Ccslai Pera, O.P., Turin and Rome, 1950, p. 115)* 

2 Yet the distinction again is hardly rigid. Swnma Theologiae II—II, 145* 2, 
“Utnmi hones turn sit idem quod deconan ” argues that moral good is spiritual 
beauty: "Et ideo honcstum est idem spirituali aecori, Unde Augustinus dicit . . . 
l Honestum voco intelligibilem pulchritudinevi , quam spiritualem nos proprie did - 

7//WJ.’ ” 

3 “Pulcbritudo quodamodo dicitur per respectum ad alt quid. Alia enivi est 
pulchritudo spiritus et alia corporis , atque alia hiijus et illius corporis ” Un Librwn 
Beati Dio?iysii de Divhiis Nominibus Expositio IV, v, 339; ed, cit., p. 113). 
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name. As one neo-Thomist , 4 with his eye on the logical and semantic 
difficulties involved, has put it: we use an ordinary, literal specific term 
like ‘‘man” in a way that does not admit the idea of more or less and in 
a way that, is standard or univocal. Jack is not less a man than Jim, and 
each is a man in just the same way and for just the same reason. But it 
is clear that the contrary is true of a term like “beauty.” Beauty is indeed 
everywhere, and it is more r or less. And in each case (and most clearly 
in each case of expressive art) beauty is of a different kind or occurs for 
a different reason. The details always have to be taken into account in 
some special way. As another neo-Thomist has said wittily: “The lack of 
a head or an arm is a serious defect in a woman but of much less account 
in a statue—whatever disappointment M. Ravaisson may have felt at 
being unable to complete the Venus of Melos.” 5 
For such reasons,* the discussion of the term “beauty” in Aquinas is 
not closely related to, and is not at all dependent upon, the discussion of 
the term “art,” however close or inevitable the association between the 
two terms may have come to seem in later times. Art in the Middle Ages 
is just the right way of making whatever anybody happens to be making 
(recta ratio factibilhim) —each artifact according to its own plan, in a 
hierarchy, a cathedral being worth more than a cowshed, but each one 
right (and beautiful) in its own way. In this hierarchy there were, from 
a modem point of view, certain curious placements—painting in the same 
class with saddle-making, for instance, because saddles were painted . 0 The 
physical, servile, or mechanical arts in general (not only saddle-making 
and shoe-making but sculpture, architecture, and painting) were on a 
plane inferior to that of the seven liberal arts named in the canon of the 
encyclopedist Martianus Capella: grammar, rhetoric, logic, dialectic, music, 
arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy. And these in turn were, of course, 
inferior to the theological arts. The medieval conception viewed from 
its lower end (the root of any functionalist theory of art) has been neatly 
epitomized in our century by the neo-Thomist sculptor and theorist Eric 
Gill in the title of his book Beauty Looks After Herself . “To make a 
drain pipe,” he says in another book, “is as much the work of an artist as 
it is to make paintings or poems.” 7 Properly speaking, there are no fine 
arts in such a system. The neo-Thomist philosopher Jacques Maritain 
offers us his own version of the two stones of Plotinus when he says that 
what we now call the fine arts are right ways of making which are some- 

4 Thomas Gilby, Barbara Celarent (London, 1949), pp* 78-9. 

5 Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism , trans. J. F. Scanlan (New York, 
i 943 )» P* 2 7 * 'The joke is not altogether spoiled by the fact that this Hellenistic statue 
was not made a la Rodin, and that it would actually be completed by the restoration 
of its arms. See R. H. Wilcnski, The Meaning of Modem Sculpture (London, c. 

1033)1 P« 

0 Gilbert and Kuhn, pp. 157-8. 

7 Art (London, 1935) » P- 4 - 
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how specially directed to the splendid rightness of beauty—a species is 
in a peculiar way turned back upon its transcendental genus . 8 

And in all this what of poetry? The literary student will by now have 
missed any conspicuous mention of poetry either under the Thomist 
head of beauty (what especially affects the senses of sight and hearing) or 
under that of art (a discipline of honest making). We hear that the Middle 
Ages, following such ancient writers as Quintilian and Augustine, were 
likely to treat poetry as a pendant to logic, or to rhetoric. (The Dutch 
Meistersingers called themselves rhetoricians, for poetry was a “secondary 
rhetoric.”) Or in deference to Aristotle’s dictum, repeated by Aquinas, 
that one cannot think logically without framing images, poetry might be 
made a propaedeutic to logic . 9 The student who inquires about poetry in 
the system of Aquinas himself will search the texts to find poetry treated 
only here and there, either as a problem in semantics—the locale of a kind 
of subrational metaphoric evasion (to be distinguished from theological 
analogy) 1 —or as an art of verbal reasoning lower even than sophistic or 
rhetoric (that is, at the bottom) in a scale which has Aristotelian meta¬ 
physical demonstration at the top . 2 

Poetic knowledge concerns matters which through a deficiency 
in their truth cannot be laid hold of by the reason; hence the rea¬ 
son has to be beguiled by means of certain similitudes. Theology, 
on the other hand, deals with matters which are above reason. So 
the symbolic mode is common to both types of discourse; neither 
type is suited to reasoning . 3 


VI 

The train of sceptical and scientific thinking which began with Galileo 
and Descartes was not friendly to the kind of aesthetic we have been 

8 Art and Scholasticism (New York, 1943), pp. 33-4. See his later adjustment 
of this view—beauty an “end beyond the end” of “poetry,” a “transcendental cor¬ 
relative”—in Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry (New York, 1951), pp. 167-71. 

0 Gilbert and Kuhn, p. 157. Cf. Aristodc, De Anima III, 7; Aquinas, In Boethii 
de Trinitate 6, 2, ad 5m. 

1 Cf. Walter J. Ong, “Wit and Mystery: A Revaluation,” Speculum , XXII 
(i 947 ), 324. 

2 Cf. Walter J. Ong, “The Province of Rhetoric and Poetic,” Modem School - 
man , XIX (1942), 25, quoting Aquinas, In /. Analytica Postetiora , lectio 1. 

3 “Ad tertiinn diccnduvi , quod poetica scientia est de his quae propter defectum 
veritatis non possunt a ratione capi; unde oportet quod quasi quibusdam sintili - 
tudinibus ratio seducatur: theologia autem est dp his quae sunt supra rationem{ et 
ideo modus symbolicus utrique conmmnis est , cum neutra rations proportionetur .” 
Covmientum in Privmm Librum Scntentiarum Magistri Petri Lombardi , Prologus, 
q.i, as, ad 3m. See M.-D. Chenu, O.P., Introduction a PEtude de Saint Thomas 
u'Aquin (Montreal, 1950), pp. 93, 144, for a succinct statement of the opposition 
between the Aristotelian and scholastic scientific Larin style of Aquinas and the 
Platonic and Augustinian poetical styles of irony, metaphor, and symbol. 
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sketching, at least not to its ontological supports, Platonic or Thomistic. 
Yet as early as the late 17th century and notably in the Movadology and 
related essays and letters of Leibniz, an idealistic reaction set in which was 
not without affinities for nco-Platonism and which, if pursued through 
German aesthetics of the later 18th century to the flowering of German 
and English criticism, 4 would provide a chain of statements about beauty 
through unity and order 5 with which one might amply continue our 
history. The kind of “organic” unity acclaimed by Coleridge and the 
Germans, with its strongly pantheistic implications about the organic 
structure of the universe and the union in knowledge and being of sub¬ 
ject and object, will be a part of our theme in later chapters (17 and 18). 
By the end of the 19th century, several forms of idealism had become 
available for litterateurs of a metaphysical bent. They might turn to 
various romantic and neo-Platonic forms—or, just after 1900, to Crocean 
expressionism. It was a distinct anachronism, however, that the novelist 
James Joyce should at about that date allow an acquaintance with scho¬ 
lastic philosophy gained in his school days with the Jesuits in Clongowes 
and Dublin to determine the character of the rather elaborate exposition 
of an aesthete’s creed which occurs toward the end of A Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Man? An account of this retrospective and romanti¬ 
cized piece of scholasticism may serve appropriately as a conclusion to 
the present chapter and to the present section of our history. In a rather 
florid, even pompous, yet sufficiently accurate style of schoolroom meta¬ 
physics Stephen Dedalus expounds to his friend Lynch a scries of freely 
rendered Thomistic theses. 

You see I use the word arrest. I mean that the tragic emotion 
is static. Or rather the dramatic emotion is. The feelings excited 
by improper art are kinetic, desire or loathing. . . . The arts 
which excite them, pornographical or didactic, arc therefore im¬ 
proper arts. The esthetic emotion ... is therefore static. The 
mind is arrested and raised above desire and loathing.— Portrait } 
p. 205 

Aquinas . . . says that is beautiful the apprehension of which 
pleases, p. 207 


4 See a convenient summary by James Benzigcr, "Organic Unity: Leibniz to 
Coleridge,” PA 1 LA, LXVI (March, 1951), 24-48. 

5 Sec for instance Coleridge’s three essays “On the Principles of Genial Criti¬ 
cism,” Diographia Literaria (cd. J. Shawcross), II, csp. p. 239. 

0 "The lore . . . was only a garner of slender sentences from Aristotle’s Poetics 
and Psychology and a Synopsis Pbilosophiae Scholasticae ad inentem divi Tboviae .” 
The Sysiopsis is apparently not to be identified with any school book actually used 
by Joyce. The quotations from A Portrait of the Artist which follow in our text 
arc from the Viking Compa& Edition, New York, 1956, by permission of The Viking 

Press, Inc. 
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... all people who admire a beautiful object find in it certain 
relations which satisfy and coincide with the stages themselves 
of all esthetic apprehension, p. 209 

Aquinas says: Ad pulcritudinem tria requinmtur integritas, con - 
sonantia , claritas . ... Do these correspond to the phases of ap¬ 
prehension? p. 211 

The synthesis of immediate perception is followed by the analy¬ 
sis of apprehension. Having first felt that it is one thing, you feel 
now that it is a thing. You apprehend it as complex, multiple, di¬ 
visible, separable, made up of its parts, the result of its parts and 
their sum, harmonious. That is consonantia . p. 212 

... you make the only synthesis which is logically and cstheti- 
cally permissible. You see that it is that thing which it is and no 
other thing. The radiance of which he speaks is the scholastic 
quidditas , 7 the whatness of a thing. . . . The instant wherein 
that supreme quality of beauty, the clear radiance of the esthetic 
image, is apprehended luminously by the mind which has been 
arrested by its wholeness and fascinated by its harmony is the 
luminous silent stasis of esthetic pleasure.—p. 213 

We have Aquinas, we might say, with inverted emphasis, or the tria of 
required objective qualities seen upside down in the deep pool of the 
poet’s imagination. It is an idealistic modification which rings very natu¬ 
rally against the background of the preceding century. The other form 
of idealism, the Platonic or purely symbolic, by which beauty is “a light 
from some other world, the idea of which matter was but the shadow,” 
is explicitly rejected by Stephen (pp. 212-13). “That is literary talk.” 
And to complete the account, it is worth noting that in Joyce’s earlier 
and longer version of the Portrait entitled Stephen Hero , the idea of 
“claritas” has a somewhat different accent. 

Claritas is quidditas . After the analysis which discovers the sec¬ 
ond quality the mind makes the only possible synthesis and dis¬ 
covers the third quality. This is the moment which I call epiph¬ 
any. First we recognize that the object is one integral thing, then 
we recognize that it is an organized composite structure, a thing 
in fact: finally, when the relation of the parts is exquisite, when 
the parts are adjusted to the special point, we recognize that it 
is that thing which it is. Its soul, its whatness, leaps to us from the 
vestment of its appearance. The soul of the commonest object, 

7 As Stephen expounds the matter, this radiance is more like scholastic baec- 
ceitas or individuality. Quidditas is actually the Aristotelian specific universal, the 
essence of the main class to which the individual belongs. Sec Aquinas, On Being 
and Essence , ed. A. A. Maurer (Toronto, 1949). 
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the structure of which is so adjusted, seems to us radiant. The 

object achieves its epiphany. 8 

There is more about discovery here, less about a phase of apprehension 
and feeling. More about the soul of the object, less about the imagina¬ 
tion of the artist. With its now current Joycean word epiphany , the pas¬ 
sage may strike us as more clearly like Joyce himself and significantly 
less like Stephen Dedalus, rebellious aesthete, scribbler of fin de siecle 
verses, “priest of the eternal imagination.” 

Taken as a dual statement and dramatically ambiguous emphasis on 
the relation between object and response in the experience of the beauti¬ 
ful, the aesthetic of Stephen Dedalus may be thought of as epitomizing 
and holding unresolved a choice that has haunted not only aesthetics but 
general epistemology since early times. The answers we have been 
hearing up to now have borne far more heavily on object than on re¬ 
sponse or feeling. We have yet to hear the opposite case in any strength. 
By way of anticipating some of the main themes of the history which lies 
ahead of us and of indicating their relation to what has gone before, one 
might draw a diagram of two radically opposed axes of aesthetic theory, 
thus: 


PAIN 


UNITY 

FORM 

BEING 


SEN 


Ill 

N-1 

G | 

N ; 

tewss 


ill 

I 

L T 



! O N 


mm 

MULTIPLICITY 

DISORDER 

NEGATION 


PLEASURE 


The classical theories of antiquity range themselves along the vertical 
axis, with Plotinus one of the most systematic classical spokesmen but at 
the same time the most subjectively idealistic. We have had so far no in¬ 
stance of a theory lying simply along the horizontal axis—though the 

8 Stephen Hero (New York, 1944), p. 213. Copyright 1944,1955 by New Directions 
and reprinted by permission of the publisher, New Directions. 
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affective clause —quod placet —is somewhat prominent with Aquinas. The 
era of fully horizontal theory docs not appear until the 18th and 19th cen¬ 
turies. In the Portrait Stephen guards against one form of affectivism, the 
exclusively scnsatc. 

The desire and loathing excited by improper esthetic means are 
really not esthetic emotions not only because they are kinetic in 
character but also because they are not more than physical. Our 
flesh shrinks from what it dreads and responds to the stimulus 
of what it desires by a purely reflex action of the nervous system. 

Our eyelid closes before we are aware that the fly is about to 
enter our eye.—p. 241 

Some of the most refined theories of aesthetic value which have appeared 
since the date of the Portrait have been attempts to raise the horizontalism 
of sensate and purely emotive theory into an alignment with the cognitive. 
Modern aesthetics may be thought of, provisionally, as operating along a 
line drawn at some intermediate angle of our diagram. 


SUPPLEMENT 

Eryximachus spoke as follows: .... medicine may be regarded gener¬ 
ally as the knowledge of the loves and desires of the body, and how to satisfy 
them or not; and the best physician is he who is able to separate fair love from 
foul, or to convert one into the other; and he who knows how to eradicate 
and how to implant love, whichever is required, and can reconcile the most 
hostile elements in the constitution and make them loving friends, is a skilful 
practitioner. Now the most hostile are the most opposite, such as hot and cold, 
bitter and sweet, moist and dry, and the like. And my ancestor, Asclepius, 
knowing how to implant friendship and accord in these elements, was the 
creator of our art, as our friends the poets here tell us, and I believe them; and 
not only medicine in every branch, but the arts of gymnastic and husbandry 
are under his dominion. Any one who pays the least attention to the subject 
will also perceive that in music there is the same reconciliation of opposites; 
and I suppose that this must have been the meaning of Heracleitus, although 
his words are not accurate; for he says that The One is united by disunion, 
like the harmony of the bow and lyre. Now there is an absurdity in saying 
that harmony is discord or is composed of elements which are still’ in a state 
of discord. But what he probably meant was, that harmony is composed of 
differing notes of higher or lower pitch which disagreed once, but are now 
reconciled by the art of music; for if the higher and lower notes still disagreed, 
there could be no harmony,—clearly not. For harmony is a symphony, and 
symphony is an agreement; but an agreement of disagreements while they 
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disagree there cannot be; you cannot harmonize that which disagrees. In like 
manner rhythm is compounded of elements short and long, once differing and 
now in accord; which accordance, as in the former instance, medicine, so in 
all these other cases, music implants, making love and unison to grow up 
among them; and thus music, too, is concerned with the principles of love in 
their application to harmony and rhythm. Again, in the essential nature of 
harmony and rhythm there is no difficulty in discerning love which has not 
yet become double. But when you want to use them in actual life, either in 
the composition of songs or in the correct performance of airs or metres com¬ 
posed already, which latter is called education, then the difficulty begins, and 
the good artist is needed. 

—Plato, Symposiwn , 186-7, trans. Benjamin Jowett 
Do love and harmony arise through diversity , or in spite of diversity? 


PART TWO 
















CHAPTER 8 


FURTHER MEDIEVAL 

THEMES 


§ metaphysics of beauty reviewed, harmony, light, man- 
her (the quadrivium), applications to literature, metrical 
discussions, Latin and vernacular (metrum, rhythmus, 
rhyme) — II. the trivium, rhetoric as verbal technique, 
Martianus Capella, dictamen, Geoffrey of Vinsauf, “col¬ 
ors,” Chaucer's application, importance to him of conven¬ 
tions — III. logic vs. grammar, Servius on Vergil, identify¬ 
ing the figures — IV. allegory, the world as God's book, 
Aquinas, symbolism of things and words, Dante's Letter, 
the four levels, Fulgentius on Virgil — V. The Owl and 
the Nightingale, Chaucer on “moralitee” Aquinas on secu¬ 
lar literature and the Scriptures, Dante's Convivio, figura, 
the Medieval grotesque — VI. Boccaccio on theology and 
poetry, Platonism in Church Fathers, Augustine's Con¬ 
fessions, the Middle Ages devoted to theology, not literary 
criticism § 


O UR LAST CHAPTER HAS PICKED OUT CERTAIN POINTS OF INTEREST IN 
the history of a theme which runs rather evenly through a vast 
period of European literary history, the thousand years or more 
which extend from the twilight of pagan antiquity in the fifth century, 
a.d., to the Renaissance of antique learning in the fifteenth. That theme 
was the metaphysical aesthetic of beauty in unity, order, and being. It 
had, as we have noted briefly, two metaphoric developments: the aes¬ 
thetic of Platonic and Biblical luminosity (the beauty of brightness seen 
as the analogue of clear knowledge and of the clearly knowable) and the 
aesthetic of numerical and musical harmony (the beauty of ordered sound, 
related to the Pythagorean and Platonic beauty of the numerically ordered 
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ground of being). Both these metaphoric dimensions might have been il¬ 
lustrated much more fully not only from scholastic metaphysicians but 
from other writers more directly concerned with the liberal arts—poets, 
grammarians, and rhetoricians. The aesthetic of numerical harmony, we 
ought to note, is in fact involved in all four branches of the Quadrivium 
or higher medieval school curriculum: arithmetic, geometry, music, and 
astronomy (the last including in its purview the “music of the spheres’ 1 ). 
This aesthetic, we are told by a recent historian, 1 reached its climax in 
a very quantitatively minded 12th century. The succeeding century, more 
metaphysically and qualitatively minded, was that in which Aquinas made 
the remarks about integrity, harmony, and brilliance to which we have 
already alluded, and in which a school of writers including Grosseteste, 
Bonaventurc, and the unknown author of a De Intelligentiis, produced a 
far more pervasively physical and cosmological account of light as the 
fundamental form and energy of all being, the source and form of all 
beauty—from the mineral realm dull but susceptible of polish and glitter, 
out through water, air, fire, the moon, and the other heavens to the 
crystalline sphere and the empyrean. “Light is the most beautiful, the 
most delightful, the very best of all material things.” 2 Light is “the beauty 
and perfection of all material things.” 3 

A history of literary theory ought to try to discern the theoretical 
working of such overall mystiques as that of light and number during the 
Middle Ages in their most specific connections with literature. Such an 
aim, however, may not carry very far. These philosophies were perhaps 
not likely to foster any specific code of the literary man (an Horatian 
Ars ) or the literary philosopher (a Poetics). What the historian of medi¬ 
eval ideas may call with some justice a “collective spiritual life of gigantic 
proportions” does seem to have produced during the Middle Ages, along 
with the metaphysical and cosmological strains of luminist philosophy 
which we have seen, an equally pronounced literary tradition. The tradi¬ 
tion, however, is not properly a theoretical one. It is a tradition of literary 
content—it can be described approximately in lists of nouns, adjectives, 
and verbs referring to light and brightness and radiant beauty. The 
literary historian gives us, for example, the roseate effulgence at the end 
of the Conpnedia , the play of sunlight on the helms, weapons, shields and 
gonfalons at Roncevalles— 

E Durandal , cum ies et clere et blanche! 

Cuntre soleil si reluis et reflambes !— 


1 De Bruyne III, 3-29, “VEsthetique de la Lumiere” 

2 Bonaventure, Covrmentaria m Librwn Sapientiae VII, 10 {Opera Ovmia, 1882, 


VL 153); De Bruyne III, 13. .. 

2 Grosseteste, De Luce seu de Inchoatione Fonnanm (Ludwig Baur, Die rntlo- 
sophiseben Werke des Robert Grosseteste , Biscbofs von Lincoln , Munster, 1912, 
p. 56)1 De Bruyne III, 28. 
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or the clear light of moon and stars (“ Clere est la lune , les esteiles flam- 
bent”) over the same objects. He gives us of course the white skin of 
“Bele Erembors” or “Bele Yolanz,” the golden hair, the bright eyes, the 
vermeil, the roses and lilies of all the other ladies, even some of the knights, 
in the romances. 4 But we all know that poetry, even medieval poetry, can 
be written about dark things too. There is nothing here relevant to a 
general formal principle of poetry. Perhaps the features of Gothic archi¬ 
tecture to which we have partly alluded in Chapter 7, its verticalisme 
joined with its Immnisme y the lofty window openings and the stained 
glass, come closer to showing a formal relation between the medieval 
aesthetic of light and the working of an actual art. 

The aesthetic of proportion and number, as we have perhaps already 
suggested, was more likely to connect with, or even to start from, techni¬ 
cal problems of musical art. Yet even such technicalities may give us 
relatively thin ideas about a poetics. St. Augustine, as we have seen, de¬ 
rived his metaphysics of beautiful number and order from a single line 
of a hymn by St. Ambrose—or from his contemplation of such geometri¬ 
cal entities as triangle, square, and circle. In his De Musica we find a theol- 
ogy of harmonious order connected with a technical prosody written on 
classical quantitative principles. Boethius, the Roman senator of the early 
sixth century whose mournfully anti-aesthetic De Consolatione Philoso¬ 
phic was a classic of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, was also a theorist 
of numerical harmony who wrote a De Musica and a De Anthmetica . 
In these we read once more that unity, number, and proportion are the 
Divine principles of all being, and that music is their universal expression, 
alike in the most cosmic and the most humanly technical senses. The 
music made by human instruments is an imitation of the music of the 
world, the harmony of the four elements. “How could the swift move¬ 
ment of that celestial machinery proceed in silence? The sound may not 
come to our ears—this happens for a number of reasons—but the extreme 
velocity with which those great bodies are whirled about cannot fail to 
generate some sound.” 0 

Later on, metrical speculation, such as that in the letters of the Bishop 
Sidonius Apollinaris or that in the Ars Metrica of the Venerable Bede, 7 
is couched in terms which w'ere very largely decided by one of the great 
technical changes involved in the emergence of vernacular literature from 
Latin, the change from quantitative, non-accentual verse (metrum y or 

4 Dc Bruyne III, 11-16, citing in part Emile Lcgouis, Defense de la poesie 
frangaise , a Vusage des lecteurs anglais (London, 1912). 

5 De Bruyne III, 10. 

G De Musica I, ii. “Qui enim fieri potest ut tenn velox coeli machina tacito 
silentiqne cursu vioveatur? Et si ad nostras aures sonus ille non pervenit , quod viultis 
fieri de causis necesse est , non poterit tamen motns tom velocisshnus ita magnorum 
corporum , nullos omnino sonos ciere The De Musica of Boethius may be con¬ 
sulted in J. C. Migne, Patrologia Latina , LXIII (Paris, 1847). Cf. De Bruyne I, 12-13. 

7 Saintsbury 1 , 384; Atkins, English Criticism I, 45-6. 
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meter proper) to accentual verse ( rhythmts ), the new form of Latin 
hymns and their later parodies in Goliardic songs and of vernacular poetry, 
both sacred and profane. The transition from Latin quantitative theory 
to the inductively discovered new rhythms—the new accentual swing, 
and the new viagic of rhyme (curious deflection from the prose logic of 
homoiotelcuton)—was doubtless a challenge of considerable gravity to 
theoretically minded litterateurs of those centuries. For us today, looking 
back from the other side of the whole vernacular and romantic diversifi¬ 
cation (both mcdieval and modern), it is relatively easy to see that rules 
of phonetic form in poetry arise in each age from the concrete nature of 
a spoken language. It worries us little that we have to accept somewhat 
different phonetic materials in our approximate scansion of Virgilian 
hexameter, of Chaucerian rhyme royal, of Racinian Alexandrine. The 
problem is one which we may well consider as subsumed under the more 
general conflict between neo-classic theories of decorum and romantic 
experimental violations—the general conflict with which the 16th 
century was to be engaged so busily. 


II 

Medieval literary criticism and theory, where it appears as such, is con¬ 
nected less often with the higher part of the school curriculum (the 
Quadrivium and its mathematical implications) than with the lower, the 
Trivium, the three grade-school subjects, Grammar, Logic, and Rheto¬ 
ric. 8 Most obviously, and perhaps least profoundly, criticism appears all 
through late antiquity and the middle ages as Rhetoric. Rhetoric, as we 
have seen, was from the start, in the theory of Isocrates or Aristotle, con¬ 
cerned equally with verse and prose examples and was never far removed 
from the purposes of a technical poetics. If we consider style—diction, 
figures of syntax and word order, metaphor, and “ornament” of all kinds 
—in a means-end relation to the practical, hortatory purposes of forensic 
or parliamentary speeches, then we have “rhetoric” in the double sense— 
verbal artifice in the cause of legal or political results. But if we consider 
the same details in a part-whole relationship to the more cognitive, the 
more dramatic, features of a verbal composition—love, honor, war and 
the expression of human feeling about these things—then we have, crude 
or refined, what is implicitly poetics—a study of verbal meaning at its 
several interacting levels. The difference between the Middle Ages and 
Classical Antiquity in the management of such rhetorical poetics was 
mainly a diminution of whatever classical tendency there had been to 
philosophize or understand the repertory of figures and a corresponding 

«Sec Paul Abclsofl, The Seve?i Liberal Arts , A Study in Mediaeval Culture 
(New York, 1906)- 
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increase in the formalizing, stereotyping, and prescriptive tendency—a 
thickening of the atmosphere of artificiality, euphuism, flowers, incense, 
ornament. The models were for the most part late Hellenistic (like the 
pseudo-Ciceronian treatise Ad Heremiiinn) or Second Sophistic (Latin 
derivations from the second-century Hermogenes). The role of Rhetoric 
as sweet adorner may well be illustrated from a celebrated, though per¬ 
haps to our eyes fantastically allegorical and conceited, treatise on the 
seven liberal arts (of Quadrivium and Trivium) which stands conveni¬ 
ently at the exit from antiquity. The De Nuptiis Mercuriae et Philologiae 
of the fifth-century African Martianus Capella celebrates the wedding of 
wit and learning—that is, of the inventive or imaginative faculty and the 
faculty of learning and understanding. Whatever the actual performance, 
the title is an epitome and promise of all that a literary scholar presumably 
might desire. The seven arts appear as Muses, to be recommended by 
Mercury to Philologia his bride. The book on Rhetoric opens with a 
flourish of trumpets (Interea sonuere tubae . . .) and Rhetoric steps 
forth: 

a stately woman of lofty stature, and confidence greater than 
common, but radiantly handsome, helmed and crowned, 
weaponed both for defence and with flashing arms wherewith 
she could smite her enemies with a thundering coruscation. Un¬ 
der her armpits, and thrown over her shoulder in Latian fashion, 
was a vest, exhibiting embroidery of all possible figures in varied 
hue, while her breast was baldricked with gems of the most ex¬ 
quisite colour. As she walked her arms clashed, so that you would 
have thought the broken levin to rattle—with explosive hand¬ 
claps, like the collision of clouds, so that you might even believe 
her capable of wielding the thunderbolts of Jove. For it is she 
who, like a mighty queen of all things, can direct them whither 
she will and call them back whenever she chooses, and unbend 
men to tears or incite them to rage, and sway the minds of civic 
crowds as of warring armies. She brought beneath her sway the 
senate, the rostra, the courts at Rome. 9 

In short, rhetoric is a powerful form of incitation and subdual; it works 
with an armory of flashing devices. The thousand years of Medieval 
Europe are, as Saintsbury observes, a period of human history which 
has scarcely been paralleled in its cultural continuity—and especially 
in respect to the rhetorico-poetical tradition. The encyclopedic pageant 
of Martianus is an allegory which remains appropriate for the whole 
period. In the Carolingian age rhetoric appears notably in the service of 

9 Translated by Saintsbury I, 351-2. Cf. De Nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii, V, 
426 ff (Adolfus Dick, ed. Martiamis Capella , Leipzig, 1925, pp. 211-12). 
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the flowery diplomacy of court letter-writing ( dictcnnen ) 1 —another ap¬ 
plication in the doubly “rhetorical” form of suasive verbal artifice. Dur¬ 
ing the late 12th and the early 13th centuries, the poetical application, 
which had always been ready (and which by the end of the Middle Ages 
would flourish elegantly in the school of French poets called the “ Grands 
Rhctoriqueurs ”), broke out in a “new poetics” among French and Eng¬ 
lish international scholars—in the Ars Versificatoria of Matthew of Ven- 
dome, for instance, or the Poetria Nova and the De Coloribus Rhetoricis 
of the Norman Englishman Geoffrey of Vinsauf. The main model for 
these treatises was the pseudo-Ciceronian Ad Heremiimn . 

The list of ornaments in Vinsaufs Poetria includes sixty-three, di¬ 
vided into difficult ornaments or tropes and easy ornaments or “colors.” 
Colors (or figures) are in turn divided into those of speech ( figurac 
verborum) and those of thought ( figitrae sententiarum) . The distinctive 
features of the system are the formal definition of the figures, the pre¬ 
scription of the contexts in which each is at home, and the practical 
illustration. For example, “Apostrophe” is a turning toward, or address 
to, some absent thing or person or some abstraction personified. It is good 
for amplifying a theme. King Richard Coeur de Lion was mortally 
wounded on a Friday. To express your grief, deliver, a reproachful 
scries of addresses, to that very day Friday, to the soldier who was 
guilty of the blow, and so on.' 

With grievous words express your hour of grief. 

• • • 

O Vcndreday, O tearful, bitter blight, 

Not day but night, and Venus turned* to venom. 

You gave the wound. . . , 2 

Within one figure of course others can be contained. A 13th-century 
manuscript of the Poetria Nova glosses the passage just quoted as follows: 

Note that in the expression Venus . . . venenum appears the 
verbal color known as agnomination, which may be defined as 
an echo of one word by another which differs only in a single 
letter or in certain syllables or letters. Sec the chapter on verbal 
colors. 3 

1 John C. Mendenhall, Aureate Terms (Lancaster, 1919), p. 21. 

2 Temporibus luctus bis verbis exprivie luctum: 

• • • 

O Veneris lacrimosa dies! O sidtis amarum! 

Ilia dies tua vox fuit et Venus ilia venenum . 

Ilia dedit vulmts . . . .— 11 .368 ff. 

Edinond Faral, Les Arts Poetiques du X 1 P et du XUP Sieclc (Paris, 1924)1 P- 2o8 - 

3 Karl Young, “Chaucer and Geoffrey of Vinsauf,” Modern Philology , XLI 
(February 1944)1 175: “Nota quod dicendo ilia Venus fuit venenum utitur colore 
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In the complicated and sometimes perverse history of the literary self- 
consciousness perhaps nothing ever goes to waste—not a vanity is given 
in vain—no aridity or pomposity appears which may not be ploughed 
under to sprout again and bloom in its own way another season. The 
systems of technical stereotyping, the “conventions” of rhetorical figure 
and of literary genre, as well as those of making love and war, which 
characterize the iVIiddlc Ages, may appear as simple and flat conventions 
in the work of one poet, but in another they may be an intricate rep¬ 
ertory of starting points for fun and feeling. The medieval poet spoke 
not a dialect more restricted or jejune than that of a liberated and 
naturalistic age (the language of a Sandburg chanting the fog over 
Chicago or slabs of the sunburnt West) but on the contrary the language 
of a highly civilized and sophisticated living past. Chaucer, the medieval 
poet most familiar to modern English readers, will come readily enough 
to mind in his diverse dramatic adaptations of fixities—his ironically 
slanted portraits of superlative persons in the Canterbury Prologue, his 
echoes of the liturgy in the Prioress’s Talc, of patristic and French 
satirical misogyny in the Wife of Bath’s Prologue, of courtly love, of 
romance, of Arthurian legend, of the vulgar fabliau, of uncounted other 
literary and social conventions in all that he wrote. The rules of the 
rhetorical prescribers too afforded him many an oddly tilted detail— 
one of the examples most easily recognizable today being, in fact, a 
reference to the New Poetry of Vinsauf. A cock is carried off by a fox 
on a Friday. Now here would be a chance to illustrate the working of 
those rules. 


O Venus, that art goddesse of plesaunce, 

Syn that thy servant was this Chauntecleer, 

And in thy servyce dide al his poweer, 

Moore for delit than world to multiplye, 

Why woldestow suffre hym on thy day to dye? 

O Gaufred, deere maister soverayn, 

That whan thy worthy kyng Richard was slayn 
With shot, compleynedest his deethe so soorc, 
Why ne hadde I now thy sentence and thy loore 
The Friday for to chide, as diden ye? 


verbomm qni dicitur anoviinacio , et provenit quando de nomine ad idem nomen 
acceditur covrmutacione vel addiclove limns litere vel silabarum ant literamm, ut 
patebit in capitnlo de coloribus verborum .” 

Atkins, English Criticism , I, presents a helpful summary of Vinsaufs ornaments 
(pp. 201-3) and tries to disentangle the terms trope> color , and figure (pp. 108-9). 
A number of duplicate devices seem to occur, and the lines drawn between the main 
classes must seem to a modern reader tenuous in the extreme. 
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This is part of the history of applied rhetoric. 4 It is not a direct or sober 
examination of the classico-medieval rhetorical claim. In its implications, 
however, it may perhaps be read as a substitute for a kind of rhetorical 
theory which in that age does not seem to have been written. 


Ill - 

The relation of the other two parts of the medieval Trivium, Grammar 
and Logic, to literary criticism has been for succeeding ages far less 
apparent, and it was indeed more submerged even in the Middle Ages. 
The second part of the Trivium, Logic (or Dialectic), the methodology 
of metaphysics and science, may be conceived as a lurking antipoetics, 
the inheritor of the dialectic bias which we have noted as far back as 
the pre-Platonic “quarrel between the philosophers and the poets,” and 
to which we shall turn again in a chapter on the rhetorical issues of the 
17th century (Ch. 10). By the same token, medieval “Grammatica,” 
handed down by such authorities as the late classical treatises of Donatus 
and Priscian and the Book on Grammar in the Wedding of Martianus, 
undoubtedly carries on, though at a level largely taken for granted be¬ 
neath tangled technicalities, the method of poetic and polysemous inter¬ 
pretation which we earlier noted in Stoic philosophers and Hellenistic 
grammarians. The late classical and medieval grammarians are on the 
side of the poets, but in a way which they themselves scarcely under¬ 
stand and which they are never concerned to argue or expound. The 
actual performance borrows, on its most obviously literary side, much 
from rhetoric—the difference being that instead of prescribing figures 
in advance of occasions, the grammarians, in their role as practical ex- 
plicators, dissect the parts of an existing text and, with an air of justifying 
something, tag these parts with the names of the rhetorico-poetical rep¬ 
ertory. Thus in the greatest Latin commentary on Virgil, that of the 
fifth-century variorum editor Servius, we read that when Virgil says 
Anna vinnnqae , anna, meaning “war,” is a trope called “metonymy,” 
and the order of the two words is an inversion called “hyperbaton.” 
When Virgil borrows and alters a phrase from Ennius, Servius points 
out that the figure is “acyrologia.” When Virgil describes the Libyan 
harbor where the ships of Aeneas take refuge ( Est in secessu longo 
locus . . . ), the figure is not “tepographia” (which is rei verae descrip - 
tio) but “topothesia” (fictus secundum poeticam licentiam locus ), 5 

4 See J. M. Manly, “Chaucer and the Rhetoricians,” Proceedings of the British 
Academy , XII (1926), 95-113. "But that some of Chaucer’s freest and most delightful 
work should contain twice as much rhetoric as some of his least inspired compose 
tions is a puzzle that demands investigation” (p. 108). “. . . he came more and more 
to make only a dramatic use of these rhetorical elements” (p. 110). 

5 Saintsbury I, 334-9. See p. 340 for Servius on the three styles. 
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IV 

Where grammar came closest to an adequate rationale of literary criti¬ 
cism was not, however, in such feats of technical classification but in a 
somewhat differently slanted, though also anciently inherited, concep¬ 
tion: namely, that allegorical and etymological meanings were naturally 
present in poetic texts and deserved explication. For here grammar was 
allied as a method to a view which we have already noted in ancient 
philosophers, in Church fathers as exegetes of the Scriptures, and in 
medieval theologians, the view according to which the created world 
in its radiant order and hierarchy is God’s symbolic book. The world is 
the shell or cover ( cortex ) of an inner meaning (nucleus), the veil over 
a hidden meaning, the entrance to such a meaning, the lower symbol of 
a higher meaning. 0 Or, as the Franciscan St. Bonaventure put it, in a 
union of symbolist theory with the aesthetic of the luminous: 

It is clear that the whole world is like a mirror, bright with 
reflected light of the divine wisdom; it is like a great coal radiant 
with light. 7 

If all this was true, if the world was God’s book, the objects which 
composed the world were a kind of dictionary of God’s meanings, and 
when God himself wrote a verbal book (the Bible), He would write not 
only a word language but the directly symbolic language of the objects 
which He mentioned. Thus St. Thomas Aquinas near the outset of his 
Swum a Theologiae: 

The author of Holy Scripture is God, in Whose power it is to 
signify His meaning, not by words only (as man also can do), 
but also by things themselves. So, whereas in every other science 
things are signified by words, this science has the property 
that the things signified by the words have themselves also a 
signification. Therefore the first signification whereby words 
signify things belongs to the first sense, the historical or literal. 

That signification whereby tilings signified by words have them¬ 
selves also a signification is called the spiritual sense, which is 
based on the literal, and presupposes it. 8 

0 Gilbert and Kuhn, pp. 147-50; D. W. Robertson, Jr., “Historical Criticism,” 
English Institute Essays 1950 (New York, 195O, pp. 10-13; E. R. Currius, European 
Literature and the Latin Middle Ages , trans. W. R. Trask (New York, 1953)» pp. 
319 ff. 

7 “Et sic patet quod totus nmndus est sicut uman speculum plemim Iwnimhus 
praestantibus divinam sapienteem , ct sicut carbo effundens lucem .” Etienne Gilson, 
The Philosophy of St. Bonaventure (New York, 1938), pp. 229-30. 

8 Stamm Theologiae , I, q.i, art. 10, ad 3m., trans. Anton Pegis, in The Basic 
Writmgs of St. Thomas Aquinas (New York, 1945),16, by permission of Random 
House, Inc. The article goes on to name the three kinds of spiritual sense, allegorical, 
moral, and anagogical. 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 148 

There is some serious concern here, with Aquinas as with other school¬ 
men, about a natural and proper revelatory symbolism of objects (water, 
the sun, Jerusalem) as distinct from the mere symbolism of words and 
their metaphoric manipulation—the latter department (if we may antici¬ 
pate a more modern emphasis) being in a special way the concern of 
poetry. But one may say that the recognition of symbolism in general was 
a strain of medieval thinking (grammatical, aesthetic, and theological) 
which, without much advertisement as such, had deep, if ambiguous, im¬ 
plications for the theory of poetry. The classic appearance of symbolistic 
doctrine in medieval writing upon a literary subject is that in Dante’s 
Letter to Can Grande della Scala (prefixed to the Faradiso), 9 in which 
he is concerned explicitly to set forth the levels of meaning in his own 
Coimnedia. Following the lead of the Scriptural exegetes, he finds in, or 
has put into, his own works not only a literal meaning, the story of his 
journey with Virgil through Hell and Purgatory and; his ascent with 
Beatrice through the Heavenly spheres, but three higher levels of mean¬ 
ing, the allegorical (or worldly symbolic meanings), the anagogical (or 
other-worldly), and the tropological (or personal and moral). This we 
might say is Scriptural method put to the explication and vindication of 
religious poetry written by* natural inspiration. With more difficulty the 
same thing could be done for fully secular and even for pagan poetry. 
As in Platonic times and earlier the defenders of Homer had invoked 
the allegorical way (often extravagantly and pedantically, but by a ra¬ 
tionale basically correct), so late classical and medieval defenders of 
pagan fable, and especially of Virgil’s Aeneid , relied largely on that 
way—with the support where possible of the subsidiary way of etymol¬ 
ogy. Thus the Expositio Virgiliarta, written probably in the sixth century 
by the African grammarian Fulgentius, finds Virgil in his Eclogues a 
prophet, priest, musician, physiologist, and botanist, in his Georgies 
an astrologer, haruspex, physiognomist, and physician, and in his Aeneid 
something like a universal philosopher. The Aeneid is an allegory of the 
course of human life: the wanderings of the first three books are the 
tales that amuse childhood; the love affair of the fourth and the athletic 
exercises of the fifth typify phases of youth; the descent into Hades of 
the sixth is a profound study of the whole nature of things; the rest is 
the contest of active life. In the same way words and syllables are pressed 
to yield their meanings allegorical and etymological. Achates is “Graece 
quasi aconetos id est tristitiae consuetudo.” In a Mythologiae attributed 
to the same author, Teiresias is derived from the Greek theros and aeon , 

8 The authorship of the Epistle to Can Grande has been questioned by mod¬ 
em scholars, apparendy on plausible grounds (see Helmut Hatzfeld, “Modern 
Literary Scholarship as Reflected in Dante Criticism,” Comparative Literature , III 
(Fall, 1951)1 296, citing Luigi Pietrobono, “VEpistola a Can Grande ” Giornale Dan - 
tescOy XL (1937), 1 -• 1. For the purpose of our argument, it is not essential that the 
episdc should have been written by Dante. 
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meaning “eternal summer,” and Ulixes is “quasi-o/ow xenos id est omnium 
peregrinus.” 1 


V 

In a 13th-century vernacular poem which has been called the earliest 
literary criticism in English, the allegorical conflictus entitled The Owl 
and the Nightingale, the case for didactic aims in poetry (the hidden 
moral and religious lessons in the symbolic husk) can'no doubt be heard, 
at least by an interested ear, as the owl argues the merits of his own 
austere song; at the same time the hedonistic argument for the new 
kind of Troubadour love lyric seems audible in the nightingale’s counter 
plea. 2 * Toward the end of the next century, Chaucer, in the same varied 
burlesque of medieval stereotypes (the tale of the cock and the fox) 
where he makes the notable use of Vinsaufs rhetoric which we have 
seen, is slyly scanning didactic ambitions when he has the Nun’s Priest 
conclude with the excellent advice: 

Now, goode men, I prey yow herkneth alle: 

Lo, how Fortune tumeth sodeynly 

The hope and pryde eek of hir enemy! 


Lo, swich it is for to be recchelees 
And necligent, and truste on flaterye. 

But ye that holden this tale a folye, 

As of a fox, or of a cok and hen, 

Taketh the moralite, goode men. 

For seint Paul seith that all that writen is, 

To oure doctrine it is ywrite, ywis; 

Taketh the fruyt, and lat the chaf be stille. 

The medieval schoolmen themselves were likely to make an em¬ 
phatic distinction between secular literature and the Scriptures. Mo¬ 
dern students of medieval poetic theory have perhaps not taken seri¬ 
ously enough such a passage as that in hi s Quaestiones Quodlibetales 
where Aquinas says in effect that it is wrong to look in secular poetry 
for any allegorical, any tropological, any anagogical meanings. The only 
kind of meaning to be found in secular poetry is literal meaning. In nulla 
scientia } humana industria inventa, proprie loquendo , potest inveniri nisi 

1 Saintsbury I, 392-5; Smith and Parks, 130-2. Cf. Fabii Planciadis Fulgentii V .C. 
Opera, ed. Rudolfus Helm (Leipsic, 1898), pp. 44» 4 8 * 8 3 ~ 4 i 9 *• 

2 This interpretation, at any rate, is plausibly urged by Atkins. See English 

Criticism I, 143-5, and Atkins’s edition of the poem, 1922. . 
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litteralis scjisus; sed solum in ista Scriptura cujus Spiritus sanctus est 
auctor , homo vero instnnnentwn? This may sound forbidding. It may 
at first sound like an oppressively simple view of the whole nature of 
poetry. It may indeed run counter to the aspirations of a certain modern 
kind of historical rereading of medieval poems. 3 4 On the other hand it 
might be argued that the dictum of Aquinas fits, or at least is adaptable 
to, the needs of a strictly critical historicism very well. It must be clear 
for one thing that by the term literal in this passage the medieval philos¬ 
opher did not mean to rule out of secular poetry the range of natural 
metaphoric and analogical meanings which are obviously there. (The 
places where Aquinas speaks of metaphor in poetry and compares it to 
metaphor in Scripture have been often enough quoted by recent stu¬ 
dents.) Literal in this passage of scholastic philosophy seems to be op¬ 
posed quite strictly to the other three, divinely intended, levels, the al¬ 
legorical, the tropologieal, and the anagogical. Human poetry might very 
well refer to these levels of meaning, or point to them, and in some way 
involve them. Dante and many other medieval poets would show that 
this could be done, and would easily theorize around any difficulties. 
But the human poet, not being at the divine level, could hardly speak 
down from it with a real message about divine meaning. 

If we take the passage about the four meanings in Dante’s Letter to 
Can Grande along with an earlier passage, in his Convivio (or Banquet ), 
on kinds of meaning and kinds of allegory, we find that he wished to 
distinguish the thing he attempted in the Convivio , a mere “allegory of 
poets,” abstractive, didactic, and platonically thin, from what he at¬ 
tempted in the Commedia , an “allegory of theologians,” or at least some¬ 
thing like that, a more concrete and historically dramatic kind of allego¬ 
rizing, which by the use of individually named historical figures (Bea¬ 
trice rather than Lady Philosophy) turned the methods of the inspired 
Scriptures into a special kind of secular poetry. Without forgetting the 
objection of Aquinas, and without overlooking the fact that Dante’s poem 
is not after all a history but a fiction ( a bella menzogna), we may yet con¬ 
ceive that his theorizing corresponds approximately to a certain con¬ 
tribution which the poets of the Middle Ages, and especially Dante, 
made to the technique of realistic narrative. In the Scriptural situation 
known to exegetes as figura or typology, an individual historical person 
or thing of the Old Testament (Adam, Rahab, or Jerusalem) is seen 
as standing for or prophesying an individual person or thing in the 

3 Quaestiones Quodlibetales VII, q.6, a.16; cf. the answer to the second objec¬ 
tion to this article. 

4 See, for instance, H, Flanders Dunbar, Symbolism in Medieval Thought (New 
Haven, 19*9), P« 20 (“Every symbol should be understood at one and the same time 
in all of these significations”) and p. 459, the poem as ‘‘cryptographic code”; D. W. 
Robertson, Jr. and Bernard F. Huppc, Piers Plowman and Scriptural Tradition 
(Princeton, i 95 ! L e.g. pp. 5 - 6 * 2 4 Q« 
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New Testament (Christ, or the Christian Church). An eminent modem 
authority on medieval literature has seen a profound difference between 
such “figurism and other similar forms of thinking” such as “allegorism or 
symbolism.” In the other forms, “at least one of the two elements com¬ 
bined is a pure sign” (that is, a fictitious thing, a rose or a lady, sup¬ 
posedly valued only in as much as it stands for something else, love 
or wisdom). “But in a figural relation both the signifying and the signi¬ 
fied” are “real and concrete historical” things. 5 And in Dante’s Covttnedia 
something like a fictitious parallel to this incarnational figurative meaning 
may perhaps be observed. The realism of his persons as he makes them 
appear to exist in the places of the other world sets up strangely solid 
fields of relational meaning between these translated souls and the persons 
they have been in secular history and the Bible. The Old Testament 
persons appear as acted out analogies or concrete realizations of figurisms 
traditionally attached to them. 

Under a related aspect, the whole exegetical tradition had the effect 
of strongly promoting the downfall of the classically separate decora of 
comedy and tragedy. 0 The grotesquerie, the mingling of the sublime 
with the low and the funny, of which we find representative examples 
in the Comedy of Dante or in miracle and mystery plays and in cathe¬ 
dral architecture, expressed a spirit and rationale which are close to the 
Scriptural interpretations of which we have been speaking—the hos¬ 
pitable harlot Rahab seen as a type of the Christian Church, the scarlet 
thread which she lets down from the window seen as a type of Christ’s 
blood. In virtue of such occasional literary pronouncements as those of 
Dante and the theological pronouncements that stand behind them, the 
literary situation in the Middle Ages—the unique poetic achievement— 
has at least an implicitly shadowed, and a profound, relation to the his¬ 
tory of literary theory. 


VI 

The strain of theological criticism which we have been describing ap¬ 
pears most boldly perhaps in Boccaccio’s extended defense of poetry 

5 Erich Auerbach, “Typological Symbolism in Medieval Literature,” Yale 
French Studies, No. 9 (Spring, 1952), p. 6 . Cf. the same author’s Mimesis, trans. 
Willard R. Trask (Princeton, 1953), pp. 73, 195,201. Cf. Charles S. Singleton, “Dante’s 
Allegory,” Speculum, XXV (January, 1950), 79-83 (reprinted in his Dante Studies 1, 
Commedia, Elements of Structure, Cambridge, Mass., 1954). 

°The medieval lack of interest in these classical genres and their norms is 
clear, for instance, in a formula for tragedy starkly simplified from the Aristotelian. 
“Tragcdie,” says Chaucer’s Monk, “is to seyn a ccrteyn stone, As olde bookes maken 
us memorie, Of hym that stood in greet prosperitee, And is yfallen out of Heigh 
degree Into myscrie, and endeth wrecchedly. And they been versified communely 
Of six feet, which men elepen exennetron 
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in the fourteenth and fifteenth books of his De Genealogia Deorum , 
a work of which the very title sufficiently suggests the symbolist and 
allegorical contents, arid in a passage of his Trattatello or short Life of 
Dante which 19th-century professors, W. J. Courthope in his Life of 
Alexander Pope (Works, V, 50) and Saintsbury in the first volume of 
his History of Criticism (p. 457) pounce upon as showing “the very head 
and front of that Renaissance side of him which is so undeniable.” 

I say that theology and poetry can be called almost the same 
thing, when they have the same subject-, I even say that theology 
is none other than the poetry of God. What else is it than a 
poetic fiction when the Scripture in one place calls Christ a lion, 
in another a lamb, and in another a worm, here a dragon and 
here a rock, and many other things that I omit for the sake of 
brevity? What else do the words of Our Savior in the Gospels 
come to if not a sermon that does not signify what it appears to? 

It is what we call—to use a well-known term—allegory. Then it 
plainly appears that not merely is poetry theology but that 
theology is poetry. And surely if in so important a matter my 
words deserve little reliance, I am not disturbed by it; for I 
put my trust in Aristotle, an excellent authority in any important 
matter, who affirms he found that the poets were the first to 
write theology.—Chapter xxii 7 

Saintsbury is surely correct in his insistence that this is not the main and 
not the authorized voice of Christian medievalism. This and the Virgilian 
allegorical defences are to be looked on rather as recurrent efforts of 
humanism to save secular poetry from a neglect and even disapproval 
which after all was a plausible enough accompaniment of the Christian 
Church’s struggle with the classical pagan world and the surrounding 
barbaric world of the Middle Ages. Along with much else that the 
Church Fathers owe to Plato there are not a few passages which show 
the accent of Book X of the Republic. The following from St. Augus¬ 
tine’s Concessions are eloquent instances. 

I was forced [by the so-called grammarians] to learn the wan¬ 
derings of one Aeneas, forgetful of my own, and to weep for 
dead Dido, because she killed herself for love; the while with 

7 Gilbert, p. 211, his translation emended in one phrase. Cf. Charles G. Osgood, 
Boccaccio on Poetry , being the Preface and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Books 
of Boccaccio's “ Genealogia Deorum Gentilium" (Princeton, 1930)- The reference 
to Aristotle is not to his Poetics but to his Metaphysics III, 4- Saintsbury compares 
Boccaccio to Maximus Tyrius as expounded supra in the same volume, History of 
Criticism I, 117. Cf. Tasso on theology and poetry, in Gilbert, p. 476. 

Allan H. Gilbert’s translations from Italian critics are quoted here and in the 
next chapter from his Literary Criticism Plato to Dry den, New York, 1940, by per¬ 
mission of the American Book Company. 
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dry eyes, I endured my miserable self dying among these things, 
far from Thee, O God my life.—I, 13 

Did I not read ... of Jove the thunderer and the adulterer? 
both, doubtless, he could not be; but so the feigned thunder might 
countenance and pander to real adultery. ... As if we should 
have never known such words as “golden shower,” “lap,” “be¬ 
guile” ... or others in that passage, unless Terence had 
brought a lewd youth upon the stage, setting up Jupiter as his 
example of seduction. . . . *\nd then mark how he excites 
himself to lust as by celestial authority. . . . Not one whit more 
easily are the words learnt for all this vileness; but by their means 
the vileness is committed with less shame. Not that I blame the 
words, being, as it were, choice and precious vessels; but that 
wine of error which is proffered us in them by intoxicated 
teachers.—I, 16 

To Carthage I came, where there sang all around me in my ears 
a cauldron of unholy loves. . . . Stage-plays also carried me 
away, full of images of my miseries, and of fuel to my fire. Why 
is it, that man desires to be made sad, beholding doleful and 
tragical things, which yet himself would by no means suffer? 
yet he desires as a spectator to feel sorrow at them, and this 
very sorrow is his pleasure. What is this but a miserable mad¬ 
ness? for a man is the more affected with these actions, the less 
free he is from such affections.—III, 1-2 

And now I was chief in the rhetoric school, whereat I joyed 
proudly, and I swelled with arrogancy. ... in that unsettled 
age of mine, learned I books of eloquence, wherein I desired to 
be eminent, out of a damnable and vainglorious end, a joy in 
human vanity.—III, 3-4 8 

At the same time, a second point, made implicitly in the Confessions , 
and noted by Saintsbury in his History of Literary Criticism , seems 
worth repeating here. The seductions of secular literature were far from 
being the most dangerous which a St. Augustine had to think about. 
We shall not get from him or from his age the grounds of a literary 
theory such as may be found in so systematic an attack on literature 
as that of Plato—the philosopher of an age when other disciplines, 
notably poetry and sophistry, made not only practical but serious theo¬ 
retical claims to the office of paideia . Book Ten of St. Augustine’s 
Confessions closes with a discourse on worldly pleasures which con¬ 
tains not a single reference to literature. The pleasures of literature are 

8 The Confessions of St. Augustine , revised from a former translation by the 
Rev. E. B. Pusey, D.D. (Oxford, 1838). 
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apparently not important enough to be named in a list of either the 
main sensory or the main intellectual temptations. “The boy had been 
charmed by Virgil and Terence—wicked charms he acknowledges— 
but the man, though he certainly does not mean to deny their wicked¬ 
ness, has simply put them away as childish things.” 0 

Let us say, in summation, that the Middle Ages—where we have 
lingered not long and over no single important critical figure—were not 
in fact ages of literary theory or criticism. They were ages indeed of 
great literary creativity, when romance and the lyric of both secular 
and religious love were bom, when drama was reborn, when fable, satire, 
fairy tale, allegory and narrative in a dozen other forms flourished, en¬ 
riching the ground for a luxuriant future criticism. But the direction of 
theoretical thinking in these ages was elsewhere—to the metaphysical 
as that leads to speculative theology or joins with Scriptural revelation. 
In short it was an age of theological thinking in a theologically oriented 
and theocratic society. Such a society does not characteristically pro¬ 
mote the essentially humanistic activity of literary criticism—an activity 
which we may describe provisionally and in this context as the self- 
conscious discipline of man’s verbal imagination, of his achievements in 
rhythmic and metaphoric expression, of his natural inventions in the 
sphere of ethical and religious symbol. 


0 Saintsbury I, 380. For similarly rigorous views of secular literature ( daemomtm 
cibiis) on the part of Tertullian (De Spectaculis) , Jerome, and Gregory, see Gil¬ 
bert and Kuhn, pp. 120-3; Atkins, English Criticism , I, 17. See the following page 
of Atkins for examples of a contrary or more liberal attitude, especially on the part 
of the Greek Fathers Origen, Clement, and Basil. 


CHAPTER 9 


THE SIXTEENTH 
CENTURY 


§ Italian editing of classic texts, four other kinds of critical 
work — 11 . lines of speculation: justification of vernaculars , 
poetic diction, quantitative meters, attack on rhyme — 111 . 
more substantive problems: rules of Aristotle vs. roniance 
materials, unities of action, time and place, Scaliger, Cos- 
telvetro, Virgil-worship — IV. Gothic innovations, defences 
by Cinthio and others, Mintumo on “errant” poetry, 
problem of mixed genres — V. Tasso and Mazzoni on the 
fantastic, allegorical theory, mythology, supernatural } 

forward glance at Boileau and Granville —F 7 . moral 

status of poetry debated, G os son’s attack, Sidney’s De¬ 
fense, its style and sources, main features: Horatian, Aris¬ 
totelian, Platonic, opinions of English literature, ambigu¬ 
ous solution of the moral problevi, statements about crea¬ 
tive imagination in Shakespeare, Bacon, Sidney § 


1 ITERARY THEORY AND CRITICISM RECEIVED A NEW EMPHASIS IN ITALY 

during that phase of the general Renaissance which was speeded 
J by the western movement of Byzantine manuscripts after the fall 
of Constantinople (1453) and the multiplication of texts after the in¬ 
vention of printing. The Ars Poetica of Horace had been more or less 
known throughout the Middle Ages. 1 But the Poetics of Aristotle (mas¬ 
ter document of the theorizing which was to come in the 16th century) 
had lain, even in the later Middle Ages, 2 almost unknown in Latin transla¬ 
tions from the abridged Arabic version of Averroes. And so we mark 

1 It is mentioned, for instance, in the sixth century by Isidore of Seville, in the 
12th by John of Salisbury (in his humanistic treatise the Polycraticus I, 8 ), and in 
the 13th by Dante. 

2 It had been for that matter little known in antiquity. It is not mentioned by 
Horace, Cicero, or Quintilian. Aristotelian literary ideas in later antiquity were Peri¬ 
patetic and Hellenistic. 
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with interest the first complete Latin translation, by Giorgio Valla, at 
Venice in 1498; the first Greek text, in the Aldine Rbetores Graeci , 
in 1508; the first juxtaposition of Latin and Greek texts, by Alessandro 
de’ Pazzi, in 1536; the first critical edition (with a Latin commentary) 
by Francisco Robortello, in 1548; and the first Italian translation, by 
Bernardo Segni, in 1549. A text “abandoned and neglected for a long 
time,” said Segni. “Buried for a long time in the obscure shadows of 
ignorance,” wrote Bernardo Tasso, the father of the epic poet. And 
Robortello in the edition of 1548: “ Jacuit liber hie neglectus, ad 
nostra fere haec usque temporal 3 A few years after his edition of the 
Poetics , Robortello brought out his equally celebrated first edition of the 
Longinian Peri Hupsous (1554)—the Greek text with a Latin commen¬ 
tary. The lnstitutio Oratoria or rhetorical and literary encyclopedia of 
Quintilian had been known to literary men during the Middle Ages only 
in fragmentary versions. But the complete text had been rediscovered 
by the famous literary detective Poggio at the monastery of St. Gall 
in 1417 and had been edited by Cardinal Campano in 1470. 4 Editions 
such as these and larger editions of classic philosophers and poets, such 
as the Aldine editions at Venice of Homer, Plato, Aristotle, and the 
Rbetores Graeci> helped to bring on a Renaissance of furious theoretical 
activity, an era of criticism which remains one of the most conspicuous 
in literary history. Yet for several reasons—the difficulty of the Italian 
and Latin texts, the often very local emphasis of the controversies, and 
the derivative and authoritarian character of the critical principles in¬ 
voked—the writings of the era have long been only obscurely known 
to the student of English poetry and poetics. 

In addition to such critically edited classical texts as we have just 
noted, there were four other main genres in which the critical writing 
of the Italian Renaissance luxuriated. (1) There was the poetic or versi¬ 
fied Art (in the manner of Horace), of which the best known example 
is the Latin De Arte Poetica in three books published in 1527 by the 
Italian Bishop Marco Girolamo Vida—to be far outshone in the later 
17th century by the French Art Poetique of Boileau (1674) and in- 
the early 18th century by the English Essay on Criticis?n of Alexander 
Pope (1711). (2) There was the deliberately scientific and ambitiously 
professed treatise on poetics (in the manner of what Aristotle’s notes 
might be thought to represent): for example, the Latin De Poeta Libri 
Sex published in 1559 by the Bishop of Ugento Antonio Minturno and 
later (1564) supplemented by his Italian UArte Poetica; or—most mas¬ 
sive, most celebrated, and most reactionary, of all such treatises—the 
Poetices Libri Septem of the Frenchman Julius Caesar Scaliger, pub¬ 
lished posthumously in 1561. (3) There was the apologetic essay, either 


3 Spingam, pp. n-18. „ x TT 

4 j £. Sandys, A History of Classical Scholarship (Oxford, 1891), II, 103. 
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specifically directed against purists and classicists, and in the cause of 
a vernacular literature, like the Defence et Illustration de la Longue 
Francoyse of Joachim du Bellay in 1549; or generally directed against 
moralists and other main enemies of poetry, like a youthful oration of 
Scaliger’s, Contra Poetices Cahmmiatores Declamation or the much bet¬ 
ter known English epitome of Renaissance poetics, the Defense of Poesie 
or Apologie for Poetrie , by Sir Philip Sidney, published in 1595. (4) 
There was the preface or special treatise in retort to classical objections 
against some particular romantic form or vernacular style—for example, 
Giraldi Cinthio’s defence of his own tragedy Orbeccloe (1541) and of 
Ariosto’s romance epic (1549), Tasso’s Discorsi (1594) in defence of 
his Gemsalemme Liberata, Mazzoni’s two defences of the Divina Corn- 
media (1572 and 1587), and Guarini’s Cornpendio della Poesia Tragi - . 
comica (1601). Italian apologetics of this species found echoes in such 
English prefaces as that of Sir John Harington prefixed to his translation 
of Ariosto (1591) and that of George Chapman prefixed to the Seven 
Books of his Iliad (1598). 


II 

Some of the most important and persistent preoccupations of the 16th- 
century literary theorists have perhaps been suggested even in the 
enumeration of types which we have just made. Beginning with the most 
local and concrete critical issues and moving towards those of more 
general import, let us now venture to set forth* briefly certain main lines 
of Renaissance literary speculation. One of the most local and special 
issues had received its classic treatment as early as about 1300 in Dante’s 
Latin essay defending vernacular poetry, the De Vulgari Eloquentia. 
As the earlier Middle Ages had needed a revision in prosodic theory to 
meet the fact of the shift from quantitative, classical meters to the ac¬ 
centual rhythms of hymn and song, so the later Middle Ages faced a 
broader revision in theory to justify the increasingly palpable fact of 
the vernacular literatures. And long after the fact had been accomplished, 
theoretical scruples could be revived by professors of newly discovered 
classical theory and could be given new twists which corresponded to 
changes of balance in the classical-vernacular relationship. Where Dante is 
concerned mainly to assert the dignity and poetic availability of the emer¬ 
gent vernacular, and to distinguish certain more refined classes of words 
within it, in the mid-16th century the Deffence of Du Bellay leans heavily 
upon the possibility that the vernacular may be enriched by plunder and 
adaptation of all the finest vocabulary of the classics. “Visit the ancients 

8 In his Epistolae et Orationes, 1600; see Vernon Hall, “Scaliger’s Defense of 
Poetry,” PMLA , LXIII (December, 1948), 1125-30. 
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and strip them of their wealth,” Vida had said repetitiously, in each part 
of his De Arte Poeticaf developing the late classical doctrine about the 
imitation of models in a direction of which we shall have more to say 
in Chapter 10. In the next generation, however, the distinguishing feature 
of an English defense of vernacular, E. K.’s Epistle prefixed to the 
Shepheardes Calender , is a reversal of Du Bellay’s thesis in that E. K. 
applauds the Spenserian enrichment of the language from native, if 
rustic, dialect sources, rather than from the “inkhorns” of humanistic 
pedants who were practising the theory of Du Bellay with all too great 
a will. These shifts in the argument about vernacular show its tendency 
to be refined into an argument essentially about what came within a 
few centuries to be known as “poetic diction”—a tendency strongly 
manifest even in Dante’s De Vidgari Eloquentia as he divides the noble 
and exalted “curial” vernacular into words rustic (ignoble) and urban , 
then subdivides the urban into the childish, the feminine (both ignoble), 
and the masculine , and then again subdivides the mascidine into words 
shaggy and rumpled (ignoble) and words combed out and glossy (the 
final distillation or noblest poetic residue). 7 At this level (that concem- 
ing “poetic diction” rather than the rights of vernacular and classic) 
the debate, whether or not profound, is perennial. It is one to which 
we shall return (Chapter 16) at the classic locus for the history of 
English poetic diction, the Wordsworthian revulsion from the post- 
Spenserian diction that became standardized in the 18th century. 

It remains to round off our present topic by observing that the 
earlier medieval contest between classical and verhacular prosodies had 
an aftermath during the 16th century in a succession of misguided at¬ 
tempts by Italian, French, and English litterateurs to cultivate quantita¬ 
tive vernacular meters. 8 (In England the “rules” of Drant preceded the 
experiments of Harvey and Spenser, and of the “Areopagus,” Dyer and 
Sidney.) It is difficult to imagine anything more thoroughly self-refuting 
than the example of this workmanship offered by Webbe in his Dis¬ 
course-oj Poesie (1586), the song in Spenser’s Fourth Eclogue turned 
into sapphics. 0 A related phenomenon was the classically-minded attack 
on rhyme (as a “monkish” and “beggarly” barbarism) which extended 

0 I, 409; II, 542 ff (. . . te plurima Achivos Consulcre bortamur veteres , 
Argivaque regna Explorare oculis , et opimam avertere gazam In Latium) \ III, 244 
{passimque avertite praedam). 

7 De Vulgari Eloquentia , ed. Aristide Marigo (Firenze, 1938), Book I, Chapters 
xvii-xix, pp. 142-61. Dante’s theorizing is made comprehensible, if not attractive, by 
the fact that he has in mind among his own works the Platonic lyrics of his Vita 
Nuova and not the grandly mixed vocabulary of his later Coimiedia. Cf. Erich 
Auerbach, Mimesis , trans. Willard Trask (Princeton, 1953), pp. 185-7. 

8 Saintsbury II, 46, sees “the beginning of that pestilent heresy” in the Verst e 
Regole della Nuova Poesia Toscana of Claudio Tolomei, 1539. 

9 Smith, Elizabethan Essays , I, 286 ff. Cf. G. L. Hendrickson, “Elizabethan 
Quantitative Hexameters,” Philological Quarterly , XXVIII (1949)* *38 ff. 
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from the later 16th century even into the early 18th, many years after 
the structural triumph of rhyme in the Augustan couplet. The reasons 
for the success and necessity of English rhyme, especially in lyric and 
in witty satirical verse, lie in such practical differences between the 
vernacular and the classical languages as that between stress and quantity, 
and in the absence from the vernacular of the classical morphology 
and hence the relative ease of avoiding the logical (and antimetrical) 
figure of homoioteleuton (similar endings). Yet an age which theorized 
with the classical part of its mind was bound to find fault with a dif¬ 
ficult and often cramping technique which had indeed flourished first 
in the “monkish” ages, and to dream of a return to a supposed classic 
state of majesty—plain and regular, like the columns of the Greek tem¬ 
ples. Rhyme, says George Puttenham, a courtier theorist in the great 
age of Elizabeth, “is all the sweetness and harmony of our vulgar poe¬ 
sie.” 1 But at the same time he says it was brought into Greek and Latin 
by “barbarous souldiers out of the Campe.” This was typical and casual 
enough. The better known and more deliberate attacks are that of Cam¬ 
pion in his Observations in the Art of English Poesie (1602) (answered 
by Daniel in A Defence of Rhyme , 1603?) and the later note prefixed 
by Milton to Paradise Lost —perhaps at the request of a publisher ap¬ 
prehensive about the side-effect of a current courtly controversy in 
which rhyme had so able a defender as John Dryden. Milton avoided 
the difficulty of carrying rhyme through the vast, discursive effort of his 
epic. A “troublesome and modern bondage” he called it, used by some 
poets “much to their own vexation, hindrance, and constraint to express 
many things otherwise, and for the most part worse than else they would 
have expressed them.” The court controversy concerned drama, per¬ 
haps the weakest ground on which a champion of rhyme could choose 
to stand. Yet this controversy had, as we.shall note later on, 2 a special 
theoretical interest in connection with the larger Renaissance issue of 
dramatic verisimilitude. 


Ill 

More substantive problems too—of genres, of decorum and rules— 
were from the beginning the characteristic concern of the 16th-century 
critics. The world of medieval and early Renaissance fable, romance, 

1 Puttenham’s Arte of English Poesie (1589) is a neo-rhetorical treatise char¬ 
acterized by the flamboyance of its diagrams of “figure” poems and by its quaintly 
native reduction of the classical figure terminology ( antitheton , the “quarreller”; 
tradnetio , the “tranlacer”; paradoxon , the “wonderer”; micterisvius, the “fleering 
frumpc”). Book I, Chapters V-VII and Book II, Chapters V-IX, contain his com¬ 
ments on rhyme. See the edidon by Gladys D. WiUcock and Alice Wallser (Cam¬ 
bridge, 1936), pp. 10-15, 76-84. 

2 Chapter 10, pp. 188-90. 
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and burlesque lay between the classic age and the new poets and theoriz- 
ers. If they undertook to write the old forms (tragedy, or comedy, or 
Virgilian epic), it was difficult not to find the new materials (Christian, 
feudal, Gothic, romantic, in a word, “European”) equally with the new 
vernacular media, an obstacle to a perfect return. How strictly interpret 
the rules of Aristotle? How far stretch or relax them? How far improve 
or tighten them up? Such are the issues which inspire Giraldi Cinthio’s 
Address to the Reader defending his own Tragedy of Orbecche , 1541, 
his Apology for his tragedy Dido , 1543, his treatise On the Composi¬ 
tion of Comedies and Tragedies , 1543, or Giangiorgio Trissino’s Poetica , 
1529-1563, a work in part apologetic for his own epic Italy Liberated 
from the Goths and for his tragedy Sofonisba . In somewhat the same 
vein with these instances of special pleading appear the treatises of An¬ 
tonio Minturno, his De Poeta , 1559, and VArte Poetica , 1564. All these 
works and many others reexamine—without special illumination—such 
prime Aristotelian and Horatian topics as character and plot in tragedy, 
the difference between tragedy and comedy, happy and unhappy conclu¬ 
sions, the dens ex machine , pity and fear, purgation. The most signal 
victory for the Aristotelian rules—or the greatest extension of their au¬ 
thority and increase in their stringency—-was that by which the unity 
of action so much stressed by Aristotle and the unity of time to which 
he undoubtedly alluded (in his phrase hupo mian periodon heliou) be¬ 
came the now famous three unities of action, time, and place, the unites 
Scaligeriennes of French classical drama in the next century. Sufficiently 
indicated by Scaliger in his Poetics of 1561, they were hammered home 
by Lodovico Castelvetro in his Poetica D'Aristotele Vulgarizzata et 
Sposta of 1570 (the Greek text translated and heavily annotated in Ital¬ 
ian). 3 Castelvetro, a progressive critic who kept stage and audience firmly 
in mind, argued with admirable practical solicitude that unity of time, the 
limitation of the drama to one day, was a necessity by reason of the 
bodily needs of the audience. (. . . il quale io no veggo che possa passare 
il giro del sole , siccome dice Aristotele , doe ore dodici , conciosiacosache 
per le necessita del corpo , come e mangiare , here, disporre i superflui pesi 
del ventre e della vesica , dormire e per altre necessita , non possa il popolo 
continuare oltre il predetto termine cost fatta dimora in teatro.) 4 This 
kind of time, we may observe in passing, external or theater time, rather 
than internal or plot time, was not really what Aristotle had in mind (a 
matter for scene shifters only, he said—and the Greek tragedies came 
three to a day, with a satyr play afterwards). The problem of internal 

3 See H. B. Charlton, Castelvetro^ Theory of Poetry (Manchester, 1913)* F. M. 

Padelford, Select Translations from Scaligefs Poetics (New York, 1905) „ 

4 Quoted by H. Breitinger, “Un passage de Castelvetro snr Vunite de lieu, 
Revue Critique a'Histoire et de Litterature , Nouvelle Serie, VII (27 December, 1879), 
478-80. Cf. Castelvetro, Poetica D'Aristotele, Basil, 1576, p- 109 (II, 7 >- Breitinger 
quotes the edition of Vienna, 1570, p. 60. 
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unity of time—how far it is entailed by unity of action and how far in 
turn it entails unity of place—is a real critical problem to which we shall 
have good occasion (Chapter io) to return. 

Such was the more reactionary outcome of the conflict between 
Aristotle and modernity—the outcome for which 16th-century literary 
criticism has been best known and least liked. Everyone knows about the 
neo-classic deference to authority and prescription and the concurrently' 
wholehearted acceptance of the classical code for the imitation of the 
best models. In the words of Saintsbury’s convenient simplification: 

The poet is to look first, midmost, and last to the practice of the 
ancients. . . . The ancients have anticipated almost everything, 
and in everything that they have anticipated have done so well 
that the best chance of success is simply to imitate them. The de¬ 
tailed precepts of Horace are never to be neglected; if supple¬ 
mented, they must be supplemented in the same sense. 3 

What is called “Virgil Worship,” the elevation of Virgil over Homer or 
the narrowing of the epic model to Virgil alone—flagrant instances of 
which appear in Vida’s verse Art and, perhaps the most notorious, in 
Scaligcr’s Poetics —was a nationalistic, rather than a strictly critical, phe¬ 
nomenon. Still the resulting debate lasted long, in England for instance, 
from Chapman’s Preface to the Iliad in 1598 (defending Homer against 
Scaliger of course) tojhe essays and clubbable conversations of the 18th 
century—where we find Dr. Samuel Johnson also on the side of Homer. 


IV 

But criticism in the 16th century might be at many moments uneasy in its 
submission—it might be even energetic in stretching, rather than tighten¬ 
ing, the rules—and this especially when it had to say something about the 
undoubted (if irregular) masterpieces which were being contrived dur¬ 
ing that era in the Gothic mode: romantic and heroic epics (with tinges 
of burlesque), modifications of pastoral, and other hybrids of classical 
and medieval decora. Pronounced instances of a critical trend may be 
seen in the defence of Ariosto’s “variety” by Cinthio in his treatise On the 
Composition of Romances (1549), in Tasso’s Discourses on the Heroic 
Poem (1594) written to defend the theme of love in his own Jerusalem 
Delivered , in Mazzoni’s two discourses (1572, 1587) defending the de¬ 
lightful “teaching” of Dante’s mixed poetry and politics in the Comedy, 
and in Guarini’s Compendium of Tragicomic Poetry (1601) written to 
defend his own “Pastoral Tragicomedy” II Pastor Fido. (“Pastoral tragi- 

5 Saintsbury II, 217. 
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comedy purges with pleasure the sadness of the hearers.”) 0 One of the 
happiest instances (through a sort of metaphoric argument about content 
and form which it contains) is a defence of Ariosto epitomized for the 
unfriendly purpose of refutation by Antonio Minturno in his UArte 
Poetica of 1564. 7 


VESPASIANO: 

minturno: 


VESPASIANO: 


minturno: 


VESPASIANO: 


minturno: 


Since we have gone so far in our reasoning, just 
what is the romance? 

I shall not deny that it is an imitation of great 
and illustrious actions that are worthy of epic 
poetry. But certainly the word is strange, and in 
the Spanish as well as in the Provencal I believe 
it refers to the vulgar tongue. . . . because they 
dealt in that language with the actions and the 
loves of knights more than with any other sub¬ 
ject, the compositions made on that theme were 
called romances. The same word passed into Italy, 
because our writers began to imitate the roman¬ 
tic and classical compositions of the barbarians. 
And since our authors, as Cicero teaches us, al¬ 
ways improve what they find in others, they 
make also the poetry of. the romances more grace¬ 
ful and beautiful, if in truth it is to be called 
poetry. 

Why is it not worthy of this name? Is not 
M. Ludovico Ariosto a most excellent poet, as 
he is a most noble writer of romance? 

Yes, indeed, nor do I judge that a lower estimate 
should be made of him. But I cannot affirm that 
his romances and those of others contain the kind 
of poetry that Aristotle and Horace taught us. 
Of what consequence is it that the romance is 
not such poetry but another kind taken over 
from the Ultramontanes and made more splendid 
and more beautiful by the Italians, if the world 
is pleased with it and accepts and receives it with 
delight? 

I do not wonder about the common crowd. . . . 
But I cannot but be greatly astonished that there 
are some learned men, well versed in good litera¬ 
ture and of excellent abilities, who (as I under¬ 
stand) acknowledge that there is not in the ro- 


0 Gilbert, pp. 262, 373-4, 378, 381, 484, 524- . . _ . 

7 A treatise Della Toscana Poesia, written as a complement of his earlier Latin 

work on the poet in six books. 
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mances the form and the rule that Homer and 
Vergil follow, and that Aristotle and Horace 
command as appropriate, and who nevertheless 
labor to defend this error. Nay more, since that 
sort of composition gives the deeds of errant 
knights, they obstinately affirm not merely that 
it is not fitting to write poetry in the manner of 
Vergil and Homer, but even that it is desirable 
that poetry also should be errant, passing from 
one manner to another, and binding various things 
in one bundle. 8 

Erratic form to express erratic materials. If we think of the classical 
genres and their corollary rules of decorum as the patterns according to 
which poetry was supposed to succeed in being like the several most 
important kinds of reality, we may say that in all the ramifications of 
their manifold debate over Aristotelianism—down to the articles concern¬ 
ing rhyme and meter—the theorizers of the 16th century were debating 
(by a highly codified and rather crabbed convention) nothing else than 
the degree of correspondence which should obtain between art and real¬ 
ity. Is a mixed genre (let us say tragicomedy) an offence •against reality? 
Certainly not in one sense: it is not an offense against realism or natural¬ 
ism, because events in life do tend to occur mixed, the sad and the happy 
and funny close together. But if we are willing to speak of such occur¬ 
rences with an accent on our responses to them—if we confer on “reality” 
something of an implication of ideality in its easiest sense—we may arrive 
at a situation where in a very crude and preliminary way we have to say 
that to mix tears and laughter is unreal. In real life a sad event tends to 
concentrate or purify our sad feelings to the point where we either do 
not notice, or may even resent, anything gay or hilarious. If such.mix¬ 
tures or alterations are to be received kindly , on the stage, clearly some 
sophistication must be at work—ideality at a special remove. On this 
point no very explicit theory appears to have been entertained during the 
period of which we speak. But about the ideality of poetry in still a third 
sense (fairly broad and obvious)—the sense of poetic fantasy and in¬ 
vention in contrast to the ordinariness of actual life—there are some more 
or less enlightened Aristotelian and Platonic speculations. 

V 

Tasso, for instance, in his Discourses of 1594, though he avers that poetry 
should be true ( icastic ), not false ( phantastic ), and that the “marvelous” 

8 Gilbert, pp. 277-8, translating Mintumo, UArte Poetica (Naples, 1725), Book I, 
p. 26a-b. The italics are ours. 
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should be “credible,” says at the same time that poetry is not the piddling 
truth of particular facts, but is something which is like the truth of the 
universal. 0 Even the opposite emphasis, the full plea for invention, might 
appear. Thus, for instance, Mazzoni in his treatise On the Defense of the 
Comedy (1587): 

. . . poetry, because of paying more attention to the credible 
than to the true, ought to be classed as a subdivision of the ra¬ 
tional faculty, called by the ancients sophistic. 

... . phantasy is the true power over poetic fables, since she 
alone is capable of those fictions which we of ourselves are 
able to feign and put together. From this of necessity it follows 
that poetry is made up of things feigned and imagined, because 
it is founded on phantasy. 

Ihe metaphysics of Mazzoni’s view of art appears (though somewhat 
obscurely) in this passage of his Introduction: 

Those arts that have as their object the image, or idol, have an 
object for the construction of which there is no other end than 
to represent and to imitate*, hence they arc properly called imita¬ 
tive. . . . they are distinguished from the other arts that are not 
called imitative in that the latter have objects that are good for 
some other use and some other end. . . . when we concluded 
above that the image is the object of the imitative arts we did 
not mean that sort of image that comes into being without human 
artistic activity . . . but that which has its origin from our art, 
which usually springs from our phantasy and our intellect by 
means of our choice and will, as an image in pictorial art or in 
sculpture. . . . this species of image is that which is an adequate 
object of human imitation, and . . . when Aristotle said in the 
beginning of the Poetics that all the species of poetry were imita¬ 
tive, he meant that imitation which has for its object the image 
that springs entirely from human artifice. . . . Plato in the 
Sophist has left a statement that imitation is of two sorts. One 
of these he has named icastic; it represents things that are truly 
derived from some work already existing. , . . The other, which 
he called phantastic, is exemplified in pictures that are made by 
the caprice of the artist. 1 

Allow for a certain, blurring of Platonic terminology here, a double (or 
triple) service for the word image, to mean both object in nature (the 

0 Gilbert, pp. 477 » 479 . 494 - 

1 Gilbert, pp. 359. 3&>» 3*>7. 387. Mazzoni’s Della Difesa della “ Covnnedia ” di 
Dante (Books I—III published in 1587, Books IV-VII, in 1688) appears, actually to 
have been composed by Tuccio dal Como from materials supplied by Mazzoni. 
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image of a divine idea) and object in our fancy, made manifest only in 
the external imitation (which is a third sort of image), and we have a 
defense of fantasy thoroughly grounded in a transvalued Platonic theory 
of imitation. Not that poetry must be false in the factual, historical sense, 
but that it may be, and that even when it is false it has its peculiar kind 
of truth. 

Such a defense of poetry was highly compatible with another, which 
we have already observed in the Middle Ages, the allegorical defense of 
pagan fables. And we must suppose this latter (or rather the whole issue 
of the relation of theology and poetry, as we have noted it in Boccaccio’s 
Life of Dante and De Genealogia Deorum) to have been always close to 
the critical consciousness of the later age. Harington’s Apologie prefixed 
to his Ariosto is an English text which names the “literal,” “moral,” and 
“allegorical” levels of poetic meaning—applying these to the myth of 
Perseus and Andromeda in a passage for which modern scholarship has 
shown the direct source to be the neo-Platonic philosopher Leo Ebreo’s 
Dialoghi d* Amove? One of the most radical 16th-century pleas, much 
like the earlier one of Boccaccio, appears in the Discourses of Tasso. 

... it is not strange that the poet should be almost the same as 
, the theologian and the dialectician .... divine philosophy, or 
theology as we prefer to call it, has two parts, and each of them 
is adapted and fitted to one part of our mind, which is composed 
of the divisible and the indivisible, not merely according to the 
opinion of Plato and of Aristotle, but of the Areopagite, who 
wrote in the epistles to Pope Titus in the Mystic Theology , 
and elsewhere, that that part of occult theology that is contained 
in the signs, and has the power of making one perfect, is fitting 
to the indivisible part of our soul, which is the intellect at its 
purest. The other, eager for wisdom, which brings proofs, he at¬ 
tributes to the divisible part of the soul, much less noble than the 
indivisible. Thence it leads to the contemplation of divine things; 
and to move readers in this way with images, as do the mystic 
theologian and the poet, is a much more noble work than to teach 
by means of demonstration, which is the function of the scho¬ 
lastic theologian. The mystic theologian and the poet, then, are 
far more noble than any of the others, even though Saint Thomas 
in the first part of the Surnma put poetry in the lowest order of 
teaching. 3 

2 See the text in Smith II, 201-2; and cf. Douglas Bush, Mythology and the 
Renaissance Tradition in English Poetry (1932)1 P- 70; R- Elbrodt, “Sir John Haring- 
ton and Leone Ebreo,” MLN , LXV (1950)1 109-10; Margret G. Trotter, TLS , De¬ 
cember 30, 1944, p. 631. 

3 Gilbert, p. 476, from Discourses on the Heroic Poem , Book II, [10]. Gilbert 
quotes Aquinas, Surnma Theologiae I, 1, 9: “It is objected that sacred teaching 
should not use metaphors. ... to proceed by various similitudes and representations 
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As the age of scierftific reason succeeded to that of humanistic imagina¬ 
tion, and the standard of measured literalness to that of analogical insight, 
such allegorical defenses were to fall more and more below the critical 
horizon. Even Tasso argued against the intrusion of classical mythology 
in modem poems, on the ground that it jarred with verisimilitude. 

. . . if we . . . have recourse to the same ones as were invoked 
by the ancients, by that plan we are deprived of the probable 
and the credible. . . . I speak of the enchanted rings, the flying 
horses, the ships turned into nymphs, the ghosts that interfere in 
battles, the burning sword, the garland of flowers, the forbidden 
chamber .... if these miracles, or prodigies rather, cannot be 
brought about by the power of nature, it is necessary that the 
cause be some supernatural force or some diabolical power, and 
if we turn to the deities of the pagans, we for the most part give 
up the lifelike and the probable, or rather I would say the credi¬ 
ble ... . but in the ancient poets these things should be read in 
another frame of mind and with another taste, as it were, not 
merely as things received by the people but as those approved by 
their religion. 4 

In the next century, Boileau in his Art Poetique , written just a few 
years after the publication of Milton’s Paradise Lost , came to a conclu¬ 
sion in one sense opposite to that of Tasso, yet inspired by a similar 
latent critical principle. Boileau argued that the one form of supernatural¬ 
ism to be avoided by the epic poet was the Christian, for spiritual truth 
was bound to be so deformed by imagistic embodiment as to lack con¬ 
viction. (And despite the signal instance of Milton, the history of Chris¬ 
tian epic poetry in the 17th century, both French and English, largely 
substantiates the apprehension of Boileau.) During the rather brief 17th- 
century defense of “heroic” drama, the supernatural is justified, with quo¬ 
tations from Petronius and Longinus, largely in terms of the power to 
amaze and shock. After that, the theoretical contest between realism and 
the fantastic-supernatural flutters down progressively to the criterion of 
this-world naturalism. A degenerate phase of the controversy may be il¬ 
lustrated from a note to the poem called An Essay on Unnatural Flights 
in Poetry (1701) by Pope’s friend George Granville. 

The Poetic World is nothing but Fiction; Pernassus, Pegasus, 
and the Muses, pure imagination and Chimaera. But being, how¬ 
ever, a system universally agreed on, all that shall be contriv’d 

is proper to poetry, which is the humblest branch of knowledge. . . . I answer that 
it is proper for Sacred Scripture to set forth in metaphors divine and spiritual things 
under the similitude of corporeal things.” Cf. ante Ch. 7, p. 131; Ch. *8, pp. 147-8,150. . 
'Gilbert, p. 479 J Discourses, II, [13I. 



167 The Sixteenth Century 

or invented upon this Foundation according to Nature shall be 
reputed as truth: But what so ever shall diminish from, or ex¬ 
ceed, the just proportion of Nature, shall be rejected as False, 
and pass for extravagance, as Dwarfs and Gyaunts for Mon¬ 
sters. 5 

That is to say: the poetic world is a classical canon of fantasy which is 
agreed to be according to nature because it is a classical canon—Pegasus 
and the Muses, not romantic Dwarfs and Gyaunts. This may not seem a 
great improvement over the more scholastic arguments from the principle 
of analogy relied on by Boccaccio and Tasso. 


VI 

We may add one more theme—that concerning the moral status of 
poetry—to our account of poetics in the *i 6th century, and at the same 
time bring this account to an appropriate conclusion, if we refer now to 
an essay, the Defence of Poesie by Sir Philip Sidney, which is both the 
English locus of closest contact with Italian criticism and a brilliant 
epitome of what was best in the spirit of that criticism. The utilitarian de¬ 
fense of poetry by an Englishman appears quite early in the century with 
Sir Thomas Elyot’s Poke of the Govemour , 1530, in which chapters X 
and XII of Book I (the education of a public servant described by a 
public servant) maintain that Homer and Virgil can teach the young man 
not only moral lessons but arms, politics, and. horse-breeding. 0 (The pre- 
Platonic directness of this apology—as if the rhapsode Ion were speaking 
—was perhaps possible only because it came before the great vogue of 
Aristotle’s Poetics .) A less pragmatic idea about the civilizing value of 
literature was one of the basic premises of Renaissance humanism aqd of 
the Renaissance theory of education—in the Adagia of Erasmusy for in¬ 
stance, or the treatises of Ludovicus Vives. 7 Throughout Italian criticism 
of the century (in Trissino, Minturno, Ginthio, Mazzoni, for instance, 
and in almost all other writers) the accepted formula is morally didactic, 
the Horatio-Aristotelian instruction and pleasure, 8 with countless incon¬ 
clusive variations on the relation between the two. (Castelvetro, with a 
practical concern for the recreation of the common spectator, was one of 
the earliest to make an emphatic disavowal of the didactic view—a dis- 

c Cf. post Chapter 15, pp. 335-6. 

0 Gilbert, pp. 234, 236. 

7 A symptomatic though decidedly minor instance may be cited for English 
humanism in the treatise De fructu qui ex doctrina percipitur by Henry VIll’s 
officer Richard Pace. 

8 Cf. Marvin T. Herrick, The Fusion of Horation and Aristotelian Literary 
Criticism , 1331-1555 (Urbana, 1946). Ch. IV, "The Function of Poetry.” 
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avowal that would gain ground with French 17th-century critics. 0 ) At 
the same time the Platonic charge of immorality might readily enough be 
brought against poetry—especially when English moralists (for example, 
Roger Ascham in his Scholemaster) associated poetry with Italianate 
license in manners or dress, or when Puritan writers turned their atten¬ 
tion to the theater. One of the most pungent of the latter—and today one 
of the best known of all those who engaged in the long pamphlet war 
that began in England shortly after the start of the London profes¬ 
sional theater in 1571—was Stephen Gosson, by turns a writer for the 
theater himself, a student at a Catholic seminary in Rome, and an Anglican 
clergyman, parson at Great Wigborow in Essex and at St. Botolph’s, 
Bishopsgate. The gist of his rattling, tart, Euphuistic double protest, 
against the moral influence of plays themselves and of the deplorable 
bordello company which flocked to the theater, may be told almost suf¬ 
ficiently in the garrulous title of his School of Abuse: Containing a 
pleasant invective against Poets, Pipers, Players, Jesters, and such like 
Caterpillars of a Commonwealth: Setting up the Flag of Defiance to 
their mischievous exercise , and overthrowing their Bulwarks , by Prophane 
Writers, Natural Reason, and common experience: A Discourse as Pleas¬ 
ant for them that favor learning, as profitable for all that will follow vir¬ 
tue, “Because I have been matriculated myself in the school where so 
many abuses flourish,” writes Gosson in one of his characteristically 
eloquent passages, “1 will imitate the dogs of Egypt, which coming to 
the banks of Nilus to quench their thirst, sip and away, drink running, 
lest they be snapped short for a prey to crocodiles.” 

. . . you are no sooner entered but liberty looseth the reins and 
gives you head, placing you with poctrie in the lowest form, 
when his skill is shown to make his scholar as good as ever 
twanged: he prefers you to piping, from piping to playing* from 
play to pleasure, from pleasure to sloth, from sloth to sleep, 
from sleep to sin, from sin to death, from death to the Devil, 
if you take your learning apace, and pass through every form 
without revolting. 1 

This pamphlet appeared in 1579, with a dedication “To the right noble 
Gentleman, Master Philip Sidney, Esquire.” It was a moment when Sid¬ 
ney, returned from his educational travels in Switzerland and Italy, 
standing loosely attached to Elizabeth’s court under the patronage of 
Leicester, and in companionable relation to Spenser and other gentlemen 

°See, for instance, the Abbe d’Aubignac, Corneille in his Discours de Vutilite 
. du poeme dramatique , and Saint-Evremond. Their ideas may be looked on as 
embryonic of far later theories of aesthetic autonomy. Cf. Rene Bray, La formation 
de la doctrine classique en France (Dijon, 1926), p. 727. 

1 (London: The Shakespeare Society, 1841), p. 14. We have modernized the 

spelling. 
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of like spirit, was engaged in the literary occupations, his sonnets to 
Stella and his romance Arcadia, by which in the short time that remained 
before his death at Zutphen he became the brilliant symbol of the courtly 
literary spirit of England. Largely from Gosson’s dedication and from an 
allusion to this by Spenser in a letter dated from Leicester House to the 
Cambridge scholar Gabriel Harvey, but in part also from certain moments 
in Sidney’s argument and certain snatches of parodied Euphuistic style 
which seem echoes of Gosson, 2 Sidney’s Defe?ice of Poesie, though writ¬ 
ten perhaps as late as 1585, has been traditionally considered a retort to 
Gosson. It circulated in manuscript among the literati during Sidney’s 
life and was soon quoted in the best critical places—in Puttenham’s Arte 
of. 1589, in Harington’s Apologie of 1598. In the year 1595 it had the 
advantage of being published simultaneously by two printers, Ponsonby 
and Olney, under two titles, The Defence of Poesie and An Apologie for 
Poetrie. It is a kind of formal beginning of literary theorizing by the 
English man of letters, and a brilliant enough one—written in the high, 
enthusiastic, occasionally a-syntactic style of the gifted amateur cham¬ 
pion, headlong to outdazzle the lowness and myopia of professional 
moral grumblers. The essay reflects and telescopes not only the conti¬ 
nental criticism of the century but a certain amount of classical Greek 
and Roman as well. Passages have been assigned to Minturno, Scaliger, 
and Castelvetro. And latterly the original sources of neo-classic criticism 
and anti-criticism, Aristotle’s Poetics and Plato’s Republic , Book X (per¬ 
haps in Latin translations such as Pazzi’s of Aristotle and Ficino’s of 
Plato), have been urged as the true fountains of Sidney’s learning. 3 It is 
certain that he read little Greek, and it appears likely to us that he was 
better acquainted with contemporary interpretations of classical criticism 
than with the latter itself. But it all matters little. Sidney wrote, not a 
pedant’s encyclopedia, but a gentleman’s essay. 

High points of interest in the essay include a preliminary double defini¬ 
tion of poetry, from Aristotle and from Horace, a now famous statement 
that the poet’s tale “holds” children from play and old men from the 
chimney-corner, 4 an adaptation of Aristotelian doctrine malting poetry a 
union of philosophy and history and giving it the highest literary palm 
after the Scriptures , an invocation of Plato as a witness for poetry (fol¬ 
lowing so reputable an authority as Scaliger, Sidney overrates the Socratic 
concessions to poetic frenzy in the Ion), and a section where Sidney ap- 

2 The opposition between Sidney’s simplified Ramist rhetoric and the parody 
of patristic symbol-reading in the Euphuism of Gosson is part of a theme which 
we develop in Chapter 12. 

3 Cornell March Dowlin, “Sidney’s Two Definitions of Poetry,” in MLQ , III, 
(December, 1942), 573-81. 

4 “With a talc, forsooth, he comcth unto you, with a tale which holdeth chil¬ 
dren from play, and old men from the chimney-corner” (ed. A. S. Cook, Boston, 
1890, p. 23). This passage is borrowed from Sidney by Harington. 
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plies Scaligerian and Horatian norms to English poetry. He protests 
against the slack unity of academic tragedies (excepting Gorboduc ) and 
the clatter of wooden swords in battle endings. He mentions Spenser’s 
Shepbeardes Calender with respect, admits the stirring of his heart at the 
old ballad of Chevy Chase, and looks back with wistful respect and 
wonder at Chaucer—“that he in that misty time could see so clearly.’ 
We may look on these latter details of Sidney’s Defence as constituting an 
early landmark in the progress of English literary self-consciousness and 
literary history—a topic to which we shall have occasion to return in 
later chapters. 5 

To look a little more closely at the theoretic content of Sidney’s 
moral defense of poetry: one should note in the first place that the 
second of Sidney’s preliminary definitions is such as to make the moral 
content of poetry (that is, vices and virtues correctly evaluated) a part of 
its essential requirement—as indeed his first definition names the purpose 
of poetry explicitly as teaching. 

Poesy, therefore, is an art of imitation, for so Aristotle termeth 
it in his word mimesis , that is to say, a representing, counterfeit¬ 
ing, or figuring forth; to speak metaphorically, a speaking pic¬ 
ture, with this end,—to teach and delight. 0 

... it is not riming and versing that maketh a poet . . . but it is 
that feigning notable images of virtues, vices, or what else, with 
that delightful teaching, which must be the right describing note 
to know a poet by. 7 

Yet in the second place, at a much later point in the essay, when he is 
facing Platonic objections and is hence forced into reasoning about the 
moral requirement and how to reconcile it with the stark fact that much 
fine poetry is immoral, Sidney says something different: The phenome¬ 
non of immoral poetry (“amorous conceits,” “lust,” “vanity,” “scurril¬ 
ity” in poetry) means “not . . . that poetry abuseth man’s wit, but that 
man’s wit abuseth poetry.” He could have said (though to say so would 
have contradicted easily observable facts, and he did not say it) that im¬ 
moral poetry was, by his earlier definition, no poetry at all. He preferred 
to raise the question how poetry, which is defined as something moral, 
can be in fact either moral or immoral. His answer—in terms of the 
ideal conceived as what is most real—should not be dismissed too lightly, 
though it perhaps gives mere logic some difficulty. 

Nay, truly, though I yield that poesy may not only be abused, 
but that by being abused, by the reason of his sweet charming 
force, it can do more hurt than any other army of words, yet 

8 See especially Chapters n and 24. 

6 Cook, p. 9- 

7 Cook, p. 11. 
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shall it be so far from concluding that the abuse should give re¬ 
proach to the abused, that contrariwise it is a good reason, that 
whatsoever, being abused, doth most harm, being rightly used— 
and upon the right use each thing receiveth his title—doth most 
good. 8 9 

Many volumes of subsequent debate have perhaps not adjusted this deli¬ 
cate conflict of values any more satisfactorily. One might summarize the 
problem by saying that Sidney, like most of those who have maintained 
that poetry is (and ought to be) moral, has not been able to resolve an 
ambiguity of the word ought as used in the formula. Is this a poetic 
“ought,” or is it in fact only a moral “ought”? In the second sense “ought 
to be moral” is a tautology—since moral is what all our works ought to 
be. Is the thesis about the morality of poetry a truism in the realm of 
morals, or does it lie actually in the realm of poetics? Does it actually 
relate to-the poet’s craft? 

But it is when we back off from the too explicit question about 
morals posed by the uncomfortable Gosson and allow ourselves to hear 
Sidney echoing some of those safer, because more generalized, Renais¬ 
sance doctrines of ideality to which we have lately referred, that we have 
the Sidney who is dearest to the English literary tradition. In late an¬ 
tiquity, we remember, there had appeared the Plotinian doctrine of the 
poet’s intimate access to the transcendent forms, and the example of the 
divinely conceived Phidian Zeus, which Plotinus shared with the Vita 
Apollonii of Philostratus. These approaches to a theory of creative imagi¬ 
nation have their notable counterparts in Renaissance English. There is, 
for example, that passage in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
where the “poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling, Doth glance from heaven 
to earth, from earth to heaven, .... the poet’s pen . . . gives to airy 
nothing A local habitation and a name.” 9 There is that in Bacon’s Pro - 
ficience and Advancement of Learning where “reason doth buckle and 
bowe the mind unto the Nature of things,” poetry “doth raise and erect 
the Minde, by submitting the shewes of things to the desires of the 
mind.” “Therefore it was ever thought to have some participation of 
divinesse.” 1 And Sidney himself contributes two of the brightest in our 
florilegium of such sententiae: the brief refutation of a stock charge, “. . . 
the poet . . . nothing afflrmeth, and therefore never lieth,” and a meta¬ 
phor of the zodiac’s range and fire,- which, framed in its needed con¬ 
text, we present as the tailpiece and conclusion of our procession from 
antiquity to the earliest flourishing of English critical self-consciousness. 

8 Cook, p. 38. 

9 In the context (Midsummer Night's Dream, V, i, 1-28), where the poet is 
grouped with the lunatic and the lover, these words are perhaps not to be taken 
quite so solemnly as they often have been. 

1 Proficience and Advancement of Learning, Book II, paragraph 43. 
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There is no art delivered unto mankind that hath not the works 
of nature for his principal object. . . . Only the poet, disdaining 
to be tied to any such subjection, lifted up with the vigor of his 
own invention, doth grow, in effect, into another nature, in mak¬ 
ing things either better than nature bringeth forth, or, quite 
anew, forms such as never were in nature, as the heroes, demi¬ 
gods, cyclops, chimeras, furies, and such like; so as he goeth hand 
in hand with nature, not enclosed within the narrow warrant of 
her gifts, but freely ranging within the zodiac of his own wit. 
Nature never set forth the earth in so rich tapestry as divers poets 
have done; neither with pleasant rivers, fruitful trees, sweet¬ 
smelling flowers, nor whatsoever else may make the too-much- 
loved earth more lovely; her world is brazen, the poets only de¬ 
liver a golden. 2 


SUPPLEMENT 

The error here lies obviously in applying to these verses a rhythm which, 
if it lay not wholly outside the consciousness of their composers, at all events 
lay quite outside their habit and intention. A more reasonable procedure in 
the face of such grotesque effects would have been to hazard the query, 
whether such a reading or pronunciation can possibly have been contemplated 
by Sidney, Harvey, and the rest. An approach to such an inquiry was made by 
McKerrow, who asked “what is the rhythm of a hexameter?” but unfortu¬ 
nately he did not pursue his quest farther, and replied with the acquiescent 
words, “I doubt not that they read hexameters then as they are read in schools 
now, ‘arma virumque cano, Trojae qui etc.’,” that is with scansion rhythm. 
But this throws us back to the point of view of Southey, Ellis, Saintsbury and 
the rest, the improbability of which we have observed. 

But let us reverse the procedure and see where it leaves Virgil and Ovid 
and Lucan on this same charge of false accents with respect to their own lan¬ 
guage. For if it is a sound conclusion that Sidney, in order to obtain hexameter 
rhythm, must have intended his line “nurs inward maladies” to be read with 
distorted accents as marked, then it is equally true that Virgil made the same 
demand of his Roman readers in writing Italidm fato profugus , in defiance of 
the Latin rule, that no word, unless followed by an enclitic, may be accented 
on the last syllable. The conclusion to which such a comparison leads scarcely 
requires the specific formulation, that neither the Roman nor the English poet 
intended or entertained any thought that his verses should be read otherwise 
than with natural accents proper to his own language. 

Where, then, unless a well defined metrical ictus is observed, is the rhythm, 
the characteristic beat of the hexameter? In the case of the English example 

2 Cook, pp. 7-8* 
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we may well ask. As for the Virgilian line the answer is easier. The poet him¬ 
self and the reader whom he contemplates, possessing by nature and by train¬ 
ing from earlier poetry a feeling for syllabic quantity, would recognize from 
the mere succession of long and short syllables the underlying rhythm, un¬ 
disturbed by the true accents of the several words. The English reader of 
Sidney’s day on the other hand, reproducing by artifice what the ancient 
reader possessed by birth, and untrained by any past usage to recognize long 
and short syllables, can scarcely have felt any discernible rhythm in the vague 
and uncertain quantities of many lines which Sidney or Stanyhurst presented 
to the readers of their day as quantitative hexameters. 

Neither the Elizabethan composer nor his reader approached the hex¬ 
ameter with a preconceived notion of, or feeling for, the rhythmical movement 
of the whole line, or of that “tune” so to speak, which in the modem hex¬ 
ameter, of Longfellow for example, is so familiar. “Scanning” of course was 
known and practiced for the instruction of schoolboys and for “proving” their 
compositions, but it was not then or later looked upon as a legitimate literary 
rendering of the line. To be sure a good many verses occur in the compositions 
of Sidney and Harvey which correspond more or less accurately to the scan¬ 
ning scheme of dactyls and spondees, but, as we shall see, they occur rather 
by accident than by design. The only fixed rhythmical feature of the Latin 
hexameter line in agreement with the scanning pattern was the accentual ca¬ 
dence of the last two feet primus ab oris (-uu/-u), in which word accent and 
syllabic quantity usually coincide. This regular recurrent cadence became 
from an early time so fixed a mark of the verse, that in crude popular epitaphs 
and in late and medieval verses it is often the index of an author’s intention or 
ambition to construct a hexameter, when little else corresponds to the require¬ 
ments of the classical verse. 

But this general absence of a well defined rhythmical movement through¬ 
out the verse was not missed either by the composer or by his reader. Both 
had inherited the century old habit of reading Latin verse simply by the word 
accents, and they carried this usage over naturally from Latin into the new 
English counterpart. The poet himself was of course conscious of his pains¬ 
taking and orderly sequence of dactyls and spondees, and in the privacy of 
his closet may weil have “scanned and proved” their correctness; but surely it 
was no part of his purpose that his readers should share that consciousness. 

—G. L. Hendrickson, “Elizabethan Quantitative Hexameters,” Philologi¬ 
cal Quarterly , XXXVIII (April, 1949), 241-3, by permission of the editors 

Professor Hendrickson's thesis } that the quantitative pattern of the experi¬ 
mental verse written by Sidney and other Elizabethans was not expected either 
to conform to or to twist out of shape the natural English accentual rhythm, 
seems unquestionable and is a valuable clarification . The aesthetic problem 
which remains might be put thus: In what way were the English readers ex¬ 
pected to be conscious of the quantitative dactyls and spondees? In what way 
did Latin readers of Virgil feel ‘from the mere succession of long and short 
syllables the underlying rhythm , undisturbed by the true accents of the several 
words?" 
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CHAPTER IO 


ENGLISH NEO-CLASSICISM: 
JON SON AND DRYDEN 


§ Jons on as playwright: humours, characters , satire, 
moral intent — II. Jonson's Timber, its sources , its liter¬ 
ary ideas — III. the imitation of classical models distin¬ 
guished from plagiarism and * illustrated , Jons on's classi¬ 
cism summarized — IV. French neo-classicism , Corneille's 
essays on drama — V. Sorbicre's attack on England , Dry- 
den's Essay.of Dramatic Poesy: the setting , the identity 
and stances of the four speakers , Neander's radicalism , his 
Examen of Jons on's Epicoene— VI. the argument about 
rhyme , its relation to verisimilitude and the unities , rhyme 
in English drama and in French, Dryden's conversion to 
Shakespearian blank verse , the unities of different types 
of stages — VII. contrast between Dryden and Corneille , 
Dryden's gentlemanly dialectic , varieties of scepticism in 
his day , his probabilism § 


T he sources of Sidney’s “defence” were classical, but the spirit 
was not very sternly classical. Sidney sends up the joyous fireworks 
of the Italianate Renaissance. His colors are enthusiastic, neo- 
Platonic, ideal purple and gold. The motion is soaring. He is essentially a 
theorist of the exuberant imagination. A far more severe classicism, squared 
off on the norms of objective ethical imitation, may be observed in Ben 
Jonson, next in line of the English men of letters who have had notably 
critical preoccupations. Jonson was a man of the public theaters whose 
genius lay in the salty, astringent, and prickly comico-satiric department 
of classicism. He wrote middling classical tragedies ( Sejanus , Catiline) 
but rubbed both the city and general humanity down well with salt in 
comedies either native or Italian in setting (Every Man in Jois Humour , 
Bartholomew Fair, Volpone) These he planted solidly on the classical 
unities, and in their ethical technique he united the medieval physiolog- 
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ical heritage, the simplified character as a “humour,” or an affectation 
of “humour,” 1 with the Plautine label type (a braggart soldier, a clever 
servant, an avaricious and jealous husband, a gay young man, a town 
gull, a country gull). He showed withal a strong trace of the Theo- 
phrastan “character,” a genre newly restored to the tradition by the edit¬ 
ing of the continental scholar Isaac Casaubon, in 1592 and 1598, and 
appearing, simultaneously with Jonson’s plays, in the English Charac- 
terisms (1608) of Bishop Joseph Hall and Characters (1614) of Sir 
Thomas Overbury. 

Jonson wrote a kind of native 2 classicism which it has been difficult 
for any audience since the mid-18th century really to enjoy obscene 
yet moralizing, caustic, thorny, vulgar, immediate, Londinian and topi¬ 
cal (and so now obscure). It was Roman satiric technique applied to 
London vice, and a solid instance of the Augustan principle of imita¬ 
tion” or recreation of the classic model. This was a time when London, 
the manifold and sophisticated metropolis, was producing a mushroom 
growth of social literature. The epigram, little known in the West since 
the time of Martial and imperial Rome, was now cultivated again, and 
so was Juvenalian satire. As Sophocles and Aristophanes had been fol¬ 
lowed by Theophrastus and his pupil Menander, Shakespeare was 
followed by Jonson and by Hall. 3 

The theory that comic and satiric literature has a moral rather than 
a libelous intent (a theory which perhaps to some extent actually guided 
Jonson’s comic performance) often breaks out explicitly in his Pro¬ 
logue, Epilogue, or Induction, or in editorializing speeches by his 
characters. Cicero, says the Moderator Cordatus in Every Man out of 
His Humour (III, i), would have a comedy to be: 

Imitatio vitae , Speculum Consuetudinis, Imago veritatis , 4 a thing 
throughout pleasant and ridiculous, and accommodated to the 
correction of manners. 


1 Henry L. Snuggs, “The Comic Humours: A New Interpretation” PMLA, 
LXII (March, 1947), 114-22, argues convincingly that the comic humours of Jon- 
sonian drama were not actually the temperaments defined in the physico-psychologi- 

cal tradition but the pseudo-humours of affected eccentricity. 

2 

Our scene is London, ’cause we would make known, 

No country’s mirth is better than our own; 

No clime breeds better for your whore, 

Bawd, squire, imposter, many persons more, 

Whose manners, now call’d numours, feed the stage. 

—Prologue to The Alchemist 

Here is an early phase in the development of a kind of national pride upon 
which we shall have occasion for further comment in Chapter 11. 

3 E. C. Baldwin, “Ben Jonson’s Indebtedness to the Greek Character-Sketch, 


MLN, XVI (1901), 385-96- _ r _ . „ 

4 Henry L. Snuggs, “The Source of Jonson’s Definition of Comedy, AlLN , 
LXV (1950), 543-4, shows an intermediate source in Minturno, De Poeta . Cf. ante 


Chapter 5, p. 89. 
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Along with this comfortable view of the comic purpose went the self- 
righteous confidence of the author in his own character, 5 something 
which had come down from Aristotelian instructions to the orator about 
self-advertisement, from the dictum of Cato that a good orator has to be 
not only skilled in speaking but a good man (vir bonus dicendi peritus ), 
and from the Horatian portrait of the upright satirist. As Milton would 
put it in the Apology for Smectyvinuits: 

He who would not be frustrate of his hope to write well here¬ 
after in laudable things, ought himself to be a true poem. 7 


II 

Jonson’s more formal critical utterances included an indifferent blank 
verse translation of Horace’s Ars Poetica, an Ars of his own which 
may have been lost when'his library burned in 162 3, 8 a few pungent 
obiter dicta upon English contemporaries (as “that Donne for not keep¬ 
ing of accent deserved hanging”) made when he walked to Scotland in 
1619 and conversed with the poet Drummond, and one other thing— 
most important by far of all. This is the book published posthumously 
in the i64f folio of the Works and given the title Timber: or } Dis¬ 
coveries; Made upon Men and Matter: As they have flow'd out of his 
daily Reading; or had their refluxe to his peculiar Notion of the Times . 
As the title suggests, the work is a stock book of established classical 
ideas collected and translated, somewhat at random, by a practising man 
of letters for his several purposes. The resemblance between a few of 
the passages and certain passages of Jonson’s verse 9 points toward one of 
these purposes. A group of essays in the political vein looks like materials 
for a letter to the king on the regal function. Certain passages of literary 
satire arc the kind a man might copy or translate to soothe his own ran¬ 
cor at the stupidity of his enemies. Several other sections, the most con¬ 
tinuously developed and the most directly concerned with literature, 
have somewhat the look of lecture notes, and the recent discovery of a 

5 Cf. Eugene M. VVaith, “The Pocr’s Morals in Jonson’s Poetaster” MLR , XII 
(March, 195O, 13-19* 

G Atkins, II, 16. 

7 The Student's Milton , cd. Frank A. Patterson (New York, 194 0 , P- 549 - The 
dramatic application of this doctrine and hence its real critical significance arc hand¬ 
somely illustrated in the biographical prefaces at the start of Books III, VII, and IX 
of Paradise Lost (cf. John S. Diekhoft, “The Function of the Prologues in Paradise 
Lost,” PMLAy LVII, September, 1942, 696-704) and again in Alexander Pope’s apol¬ 
ogies for his satiric career, especially in the Epistle to Arbutlmot . 

8 Cf. Leah Jonas, The Divine Science (New York, 1940)1 P- *<>• 

°Cf. No. 101, “ Amor mmmri” and No. 103 with The Staple of News , III, 11, 
and III , i; Discoveries A Critical Edition , cd. Maurice Castclain (Paris, 1906), pp. 
XXII-XXIII. Jonson told Drummond that his method of composing was to write out 
his thoughts first in prose and then translate them. 
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legal document which seems to show Jonson’s residence about 1623 to 
have been Gresham College has led to the plausible speculation that he 
exercised the deputy function of Professor of Rhetoric in that College. 
Modern scholarship has discovered classical and Renaissance sources (in 
Cicero, Pctronius, Quintilian, and the two Senecas, in Erasmus, 
Machiavelli, Vives, Bacon and a host of others) for about four-fifths of 
the material which makes up Jonson’s Timber . The most sustained clas¬ 
sical literary discussion is that on poetry, tragedy, and comedy, which 
runs through the last eleven numbers. 1 2 The second half of this, on trag¬ 
edy and comedy, is mostly derived, not from the Italian sources upon 
which Sidney had relied, but from more northern ones, from the De 
Tragoediae Constitutione and the Ad Horatii de Plant0 et Terentino 
Judicium Dissertatio of the Dutch professor Daniel Heinsius and from 
the Bohemian Jesuit Jacobus Pontanus. 3 One longish part on prose style 
and letter writing (Nos. 124-126) is taken directly from an English rhe¬ 
torical treatise then circulating in manuscript among the cognoscenti, 
the Directions for Speech and Style of the diplomatist John Hoskins. 4 
Those parts of Jonson’s Timber which are concerned with literary 
criticism constitute about two thirds of the whole. Shall we argue that 
these, by the simple fact of their having been chosen and put together 
by Jonson, represent his critical inclinations and hence may be discussed 
as if they were his own? Perhaps we may. At any rate, here we have a 
good anthology of classical and Renaissance doctrine reduced to pithy 
Senccan English: 5 that “ready writing makes not good writing; but good 
writing brings on ready writing” (No. 115); that poetry ( poesis ) re¬ 
quires not only “goodness of natural -wit” but “exercise,” “imitation,” 
“study,” and “art” (No. 130); that comic poetry 0 is nearest to oratory 
because most variously gifted to portray and to stir the “affections of 
the mind” (No. 130); that “the Episodes, and digressions in a Fable, are 
the same that housestuffe, and other furniture are in a house” (No. 134). 
Except for the last solid section (Nos. 127-136) of poetic and dramatic 
theory, the emphasis of Timber is on epistolary and oratorical style, on 
the manly virtues of brevity, perspicuity, vigor, discretion (No. 125), on 

1 C. J. Sisson, “Ben Jonson of Gresham College,” TLS } September 21, 1951, p. 
604; and the comment of George B. Johnston, TLS , December 28, 1951, p. 837. Sec 
Ralph Walker’s rearranged edition, Discoveries (Syracuse, 1953). 

2 The numbers 1-137 were inserted by Gollancz (1898) and are retained by 
Castelain. 

3 J. E. Spingarn, “The Source of Jonson’s Discoveries,” A/P, II (April, 1903)1 
1-10; Allan H. Gilbert and Henry L. Snuggs, “On the Relations of Horace to Aris¬ 
totle in Literary Criticism,” JEGP , XLVI (July, 1947)1 2 4°-4* 

4 John Hoskins, Directions for Speech and Style , ed. Hoyt H. Hudson (Prince¬ 
ton, 1935), pp. xxvii-xxviii. 

5 Jonson expresses his admiration of Bacon’s style in Nos. 71 and 72. Swin¬ 
burne, rediscovering Timber in 1889, rated its style better than that of Bacon. 

c We shall have occasion in the next chapter to quote what must seem to mod¬ 
em cars the curious treatment of comedy in No. 131. 
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the author’s practical problems and the rules of thumb which a veteran 
practitioner has found useful, on poeta rather than on poema . A few 
opinions about English writers, form a notable incident in the early his¬ 
tory of English literary self-consciousness. 

As Livy before Salust , Sydney before Donne; and beware of 
letting them taste Goiver> or Chaucer at first, lest falling too 
much in love with Antiquity, and not apprehending the weight, 
they grow rough and barren in language onely. . . . Spencer , 
in affecting the Ancients, writ no Language: Yet I would have 
him read for his matter.—No. 116 

Lucretius is scabrous and rough in these; hee seekes ’hem: As 
some do Chcmcerismes with us, which were better expung’d 
and banish’d.—No. 119 7 


III 

Probably the classical doctrine which Jonson’s Timber most illuminates 
is that concerning the imitation of models. That the- exuberance and in¬ 
vention of the English Renaissance was consistent with a steady interest 
in classic models is a fact of which we may remind ourselves by think¬ 
ing simply about such well-known phenomena as the sources of Shake¬ 
speare’s plays and the numerous translations produced by the English¬ 
men of that age (Golding’s Ovid , Harington’s Ariosto , Chapman’s 
Homer , Fairfax’s Tasso , Florio’s Montaigne , the works of the “Trans¬ 
lator General” Philemon Holland). 8 Jonson’s Timber relates to this 
spirit of the age in two ways—both through precept, and, as we have 
already more than hinted, very notably through example. Perhaps some 
of the precepts may seem in conflict with others. One of the five main 
ways to poesis , as we have noted, is “imitation.” 

... to bee able to convert the substance or Riches of another 
Poety to his owne use. To make choise of one excellent man 
above the rest, and so to follow him, till he grow very Hee; or 
so like him, as the Copie may be mistaken for the Principall. 

—No. 130 

At the same time Jonson’s Timber contains a number of severe animad¬ 
versions regarding servile prostration before the ancients (“Nothing is 

7 See No. 64, on Shakespeare, quoted post , p. 180. (Jonson’s statements about 
Shakespeare’s “small Latin and less Greek” and his being “not of an age, but for 
all time” appear in the commendatory poem prefixed to the First Folio; that Shake¬ 
speare “wanted art” appears in the Conversations with Druvmiond.) 

* 8 Qf t o. Matthiessen, Translation An Elizabethan Art (Cambridge, Mass., 

1931). 
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more ridiculous, then to make an Author a Dictator as the schools have 
done Aristotle.” “Whiche of the Greckelings durst ever give precepts 
to Demosthenes?”). 0 And like his ancient models Horace and Martial, 
Jonson has a stern sense of indignation at the kind of literary imitation 
which may be called robbery. 1 It was Martial who had introduced the 
term plagiarius (kidnaper) into Latin literature. Jonson in his Poetaster 
(1601) and Bishop Hall in his Satires (1608) use “plagiapr” 2 Jonson 
himself, Dryden was to say, 3 is a “learned plagiary.” But this phrase, ap¬ 
plied to Jonson’s acknowledged use of ancient sources, was a joke, for 
the concept of plagiarism was an ethical and social one, concerned with 
stealing another man’s fame and profit. It was not a critical concept, as it 
has nearly become for a later age which has merged patent office legal¬ 
ism with aesthetic standards of inspiration and voyantism. “Plagiarism,” 
one of Jonson’s editors has remarked, “is an invention of the 19th cen¬ 
tury.” 4 

The borrowed and translated fragments of Jonson’s Timber exhibit 
as much care, force, and accuracy of style as if they had been his own 
most preciously individual thoughts. The reason is that he did not make 
a distinction of literary value in favor of his own thoughts and against 
those which he found in Quintilian and Cicero. Literary work was not 
primarily personal expression but objective imitation, either of nature 
straight or of nature through the model. And the use of models entailed 
their assimilation and invited their improvement. 

Not, as a Creature, that swallowes, what it takes in, crude, raw, 
or undigested; but, that feeds with an Appetite, and hath a 
Stomacke to concoct, devide, and turne all into nourishment. 

Not, to imitate servilely, as Horace saith . . . but to draw forth 
out of the best, and choisest flowers, with the Bee, and turne all 
into Honey.—No. 130 5 

The following passage of Timber on the subject of memory might 
surely be said to have the ring of intimate self-revelation. 

Memory of all the powers of the mind, is the most delicate and 
fraile; it is the first of our faculties that Age invades. Seneca, 

9 Nos. 123, 130. 

1 Writers who refuse the help of imitation (No. 65) include not only those who 
despise models but those who steal without acknowledgment and those wlio steal 
and protest originality—making a “false venditation of their own naturals.” “Such are 
all the Essayists, even their master Mountaigne.” 

2 Harold O. White, Plagiarism and Imitation during the English Renaissance 

(Cambridge, 1935), pp. 120-1, 133-4. Cf. Austin Warren, Crashaw (Baton Rouge, 
1939 ), pp. 102-3. * 

3 Essay of Dramatic Poesy , in Essays , ed. W. P. Ker, I, 43. 

4 Schelling, quoted by Castelain, p. XXIII. 

5 Cf. post p. 218-20 the use made by Swift of the symbol of the bee and the spi¬ 
der in expounding the difference between “ancients” and “moderns.” 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 180 

the father, the Rhetorician , confesseth of himsclfe, hce had a 
miraculous one; not only to receive but to hold. I my sclfe 
could in my youth, have repeated all, that ever I had made; and 
so continued, till I was past fortie; Since, it is much decay’d in 
me. , , . Whatsoever I pawn’d with it, while 1 was young, and 
a boy, it offers me readily, and without stops: but what I trust 
to it now, or have done of later yeares, it layes up more negli¬ 
gently, and oftentimes loses.—No. 56 

Yet Jonson is here following rather closely the passage in Seneca the 
Elder to which he alludes.® (Perhaps because it fitted his own case 
literally, perhaps because by intimations in his own experience he saw a 
general truthfulness in it.) Or take one of the best known paragraphs in 
Timber, the sketch of Shakespeare. 


DE SHAKE¬ 
SPEARE 
NOSTRATI. 


I remember , the Players have often mentioned it 
as an honour to Shakespeare , that in his writing 
(whatsoever he penn’d) hee never blotted out line. 
My answer hath beene, would he had blotted a 
thousand. Which they thought a malevolent speech. I had not 
told posterity this, but for their ignorance, who choose that 
circumstance to commend their friend by, wherein he most 
faulted. And to justifie mine owne candor, (for I lov’d the man, 
and doe honour his memory (on this side Idolatry) as much as 
any). Hee was (indeed) honest, and of an open, and free na¬ 
ture; had an excellent Fhantsie; brave notions, and 
Augustus gentle expressions: wherein hce flowed with that 
in hat. facility, that sometime it was necessary he 
should be stop’d: “ Sufjlaminandus erat ” as Augus¬ 
tus said of Haterius. His wit was in his owne power; would 
the rule of it had beene so too. Many times hee fell into those 
things, could not escape laughter: as when he said in the person 
of Caesar , one speaking to him; “ Caesar , thou dost me wrong” 
Hee replyed, “ Caesar did never wrong, } but with just cause;” 
and such like, which were ridiculous. But hee redeemed his 
vices, with his vertues. There was ever more in him to be 
praysed, then to be pardoned.—No. 64 


Here Jonson advises us that a source for at least some of his phrasing is 
Seneca—a passage in the C ontroversiae (IV, Preface, 7-11) of Seneca 
the Elder concerning a poet named Haterius. But would we think 
that the part about inspiration and control—which is fitted so neatly into 
the context, framing the illustration from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar 


0 Controversiae, Liber I, 2-3. 
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—had been written originally sixteen hundred years earlier, about a 
minuscule Latin poet? 

In sua potestate habebat ingenium , in aliena modum . . . . saepe 
incidebat in ea, quae derisum effugere non possent. . . . Redi- 
mebat tamcn vitia virtutibus et persaepe plus habebat quod 
laudares quam cut ignosceres . 

To the neo-classical mind the earlier discovery of this individual 
reality seemed not to diminish its fitness for the case of a contemporary. 
Nor did earlier* exploitation of a general truth preclude its genuine and 
living modern realization. 7 

Jonson’s stout and craftsmanly common sense about imitation, 
shown even more convincingly in his practice than in his precepts, may 
be taken as the key to a theory of poetry which stressed hard work— 
imitation, practice, study, art (and with these but one poor pennyworth 
of ingenium) —a theory too which stressed poems squared off by the 
norm of reality. This theory celebrated the mobility and power of po¬ 
etry, but it included no hymn to spontaneity or to what today we think 
of as the creative imagination. It included no statement even remotely 
parallel to that of Sidney about the free range of wit within its zodiac 
or that of Bacon about poetry submitting the shows of reality to the. 
desires of the mind. Some deviation or wavering from the classic norm 
may appear in Jonson’s treatment of such a minor article as that prescrib¬ 
ing the unity of place—and we have seen that he is guilty of defying the 
authority of the antique critics. But he is the first English man of letters 
to exhibit a nearly complete and consistent neo-classicism. His historical 
importance is that he throws out a vigorous announcement of the rule 
from which in the next generation Dryden is to be engaged in politely 
rationalized recessions. One basic problem which Jonson leaves us pon¬ 
dering (the same as that posed implicitly once before, by a strong ap- 
preciator of poetic inspiration, Longinus) might be formulated as fol¬ 
lows: Does an aesthetic norm of objective reality entail a genetic theory 
of conscious and strenuous artistic effort? If a poet is to give us a truth¬ 
ful account of general human nature, does this poet have to be a learned 
consumer of midnight oil, a graduate in grammar, logic, and rhetoric, 
and in the higher liberal disciplines? Or on the other hand: Does an 
aesthetic norm of personal expression entail a genetic theory of untram¬ 
meled and unstudied inspiration? If a poet is to tell the truth as he him¬ 
self most really and deeply experiences it, does he have to be a rebel 
against tradition and conventional education, a Bohemian, long-haired, 
and unwashed, a defiler of ancestral ashes? 8 

7 Cf. Timber No. 116 (“If you powre & glut of water . . .”) with Quintilian, 
Institute I, ii, 26; and Timber No. 11 ("What a deale of cold business . . .”) with 
Quintilian XII, xi, 18. 

8 Cf. Horace, Ad Pisones, 296-7, 470. 
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IV 

During the time between Sidney’s Defence of Poesie and the beginning 
of John Dryden’s long critical career (with the Dedication of his tragi¬ 
comedy The Rival Ladies in 1664) the seat of continental critical author¬ 
ity shifted from Italy to France. In the Frenchified courtly literary 
circle of Restoration England, 1660-1688, the most effective outside in¬ 
fluence was contemporary French classicism—the spirit which reached 
its zenith in the dramas of Corneille and Racine. One difference between 
this French classicism and the earlier Italian classicism was that the best 
creative works associated with the earlier movement were those written 
without concern for the code, or at least in expansion of it ( Orlando 
FuriosOy Gerusalevrme Liberata , 11 Pastor Fido ), whereas the best 
French classicism seemed actually the product of the code or at least a 
conscientious attempt, to demonstrate it. Neo-classicism in 17th-century 
French poetry was apparently a dynamic and generative force. At the 
same time its critical utterances tended to be cranky. Corneille’s first 
masterpiece, Le Cid (1637), was a remarkably classical play, a close re¬ 
alization, for instance, of the three unites Scaligeriennes (henceforth 
Comeliennes ). Yet he himself came to look on it as one of his more re¬ 
laxed efforts. 0 Le Cid was meanly disparaged in the Observations of 
Scudery and in Chapelain’s Sentiments de TAcademie during the noto¬ 
rious imbroglio known to French historians as La Querelle du Cid . In 
the Abbe d’Aubignac’s Pratique du theatre , 1657, Corneille was treated 
to a fine blend of censure and faint praise. Corneille’s own critical de¬ 
fenses appear in the Examens which he prefixed to each of his plays in 
the collected edition of 1660 and in the three Discours contained in the 
same volumes, De rUtilite et des Parties du Poeme Dramatique, De la 
Trage die et des Moyens de la Tralter selon le Vraisemblable ou le 
Necessaire, and Des Trois Unites. These documents show the neo¬ 
classic conscience torturing itself and explaining its lapses in a way that 
is scarcely urbane and when seen from outside may look even a little 
comic. 1 

When Aristotle says the plot must be constructed kata to eikos e 
to anagkaion (according to probability or necessity), he means, thinks 
Corneille, either probability of versimilitude (the way things are likely 
to work in nature) or—in case that is inconvenient—the “necessity” 

0 “Bien que ce soit celui de tons ?nes ouvrages reguliers ou je me suis permis 
le plus de licence , il passe encore pour le plus beau aup-es de ceux qui ne s'attacb- 
ent pas d la dcmiere severite des regies ” (Examen of Le Cid , Oeuvres, cd. Charles 
Alarty-Laveaux, 1862, III, 91). 

1 Cf. Pierre Legouis, “Corneille and Dryden as Dramatic Critics,” in Seven¬ 
teenth Century Studies Presented to Sir Herbert Grierson (Oxford, 1938)* PP- 26 9~ 
78. 


18 3 English Neo-Classicism: Jonson and Dry den 

imposed by dramatic requirements, the exaction of the rules. Improb¬ 
able that Don Rodrigue could fight two mortal combats of honor 
and a battle against the Moors in the space of twenty-four hours or a 
little more—but necessary to the economy of Corneille’s classic design 
in the Cid ( c'est Vincourmodite de la regie)? Was unity of place really 
plausible (verisimilitudinous) in the Cid if the Moors had to be supposed 
invading Seville on a high tide when in fact the Guadalquivir perhaps 
had no such tide? The French audience would not object to this disre¬ 
gard of geographical truth, since they could at least conceive the phe¬ 
nomenon from their experience of the Seine at Paris . 2 3 There was a more 
legitimate subtlety in Corneille’s explanation of his abstract or unspeci¬ 
fied treatment of locality ( le lieu theatral), a vague neutral ground, an 
antechamber into which apartments of divers inmates of the same palace 
open, or even a kind of unidentified space where actors by taking only 
a few steps move from one part of a city to another . 4 5 And there was no 
doubt a great measure of truth in his contention that one formal “em¬ 
bellishment” in which he specialized, the liaison des scenes (whereby 
each group of characters, within an act, supplied some for the next 
group, or scene, so that the stage was never vacant), had been increas¬ 
ingly dictated by his own successful practice and by the steadily more 
finical taste of the audience themselves, rather than by ancient authority 
or by a prion theoretical conceptions. In any case, however, freeddm 
was quickly narrowing in “from precedent to precedent.” The Dis¬ 
courses and Examens of Corneille represent a very advanced state of 
neo-classic exactitude and ingenuity. 


V 

It happened that in the year 1663 a Frenchman named Samuel Sorbi&re 
visited England on some sort of quasi-diplomatic or* journalistic mission 
and on returning to France did the undiplomatic thing of publishing an 
account of his Voyage 5 in which he made highly uncomplimentary re¬ 
marks about English science and about the English stage. 

2 For the sake of compactness we here conflate general principles from Cor¬ 
neille’s Discours on tragedy and specific instances from his Examen of Le Cid . 

3 Examen of Le Cid, Oeuvres, III, 97-8. 

4 “Amsi, par une fiction de theatre, on peut s'imaginer que don Diegue et le 
Comte, sortant da palais du Roi } avancent toujours en se querellant, et sont arrives 
dcvant la maison de ce premier lorsqiCil recoit le soufflet qui Poblige d y entrer pour 
y chercher du secours ” (Examen of Le Cid, Oeuvres, m, 100). 

5 Relation d'un Voyage en Angleterre ou sont toucbees plusteurs cboses qui 
regardent Vetat des Sciences, et de la Religion, et autres matieres curieuses (Paris, 
1664). See George Williamson, “The Occasion of ‘An Essay of Dramatic Poesy,’ ” 
MP, XLIV (August, 1946), 1-9. 
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These comedies of theirs would not be received quite so well 
in France. Their poets play hob with the unity of place and the 
rule of twenty-four hours. Their comic plots run for twenty- 
five years. The first act gives you the marriage of a Prince, and 
immediately afterwards come the travels and exploits of his 
son.® 

Sorbiere succeeded in provoking one reply, both on scientific and on 
literary grounds, from the historian of the English Royal Society, Thomas 
Sprat. And it was not long after the incident that John Dryden, courtly 
poet and dramatist, 7 having apparently stocked his mind with the 
critiques of Corneille, retired to the country during the plague years 
of 1665 an( ^ 1666 and wrote his dialogue published in 1668, An Essay of 
Dramatic Poesy , 8 the most ambitiously constructed critical document of 
his career and the most important for general literary theory. 

Taking advantage of one of the most notable international relations 
of the day, the naval battle fought in the Channel between the British 
and the Dutch on June 3, 1665, Dryden imagines the four gentlemanly 
and witty interlocutors of his dialogue as drifting in a barge softly down 
the Thames past Greenwich (for the sake of better hearing the guns). 
The literary discussion in which they find themselves soon involved (an 
international engagement at another level) 0 comes about at random 
through some remarks about certain extravagant Clcvclandish poems 
which have recently appeared in celebration of public events. As the 
conversation progresses, an interest in two somewhat similar opposi¬ 
tions, that between classicism and modernity and that between the Eliza 
bethan generation (the “last age”) in English letters and the present, 
tends to entangle and temporarily to obscure the lines of the argument. 

Q “Mais les Comedies n'auroient pas en France toute /’approbation qu'ellcs out 
en Angleterre. Les Poetes se moequent de Vumformite du lieu, & de la regie des, 
vingt-quatre heurs. lls font des comedies de vingt-cinq ans , e> apres avoir represente 
an premier acte le manage d'un Prince , its representent toute d'une suite les belles 
Actiom de son fils , & luy font voir bien du pays ” (Relation , Cologne, 1669, p. 129, 
quoted by Williamson, p. z). 

7 He became Poet Laureate in 1668 and Historiographer Royal in 1670 (D. 
Nichol Smith, John Dryden , Cambridge, 1950, p. 11). 

8 Drydcn’s Essay of Dra?natic Poesy makes about a dozen direct allusions to 
Corneille’s criticism, all but one or two apparently to the Discours des Trois Unites . 
The Essay shows also a considerable debt to Ben Jonson, as will be in part sug¬ 
gested during the course of our discussion. Lord Bolingbroke was to tell Joseph 
Spence that Dryden said he had got more from the Spanish critics than from the 
Italians and French and all others together (Saintsbury II, 332; Ker I, lxvi), but the 
meaning of this remains doubtful. For more detailed accounts, see Ker I, 288 ff and 
Amanda M. Ellis, “Horace’s Influence on Dryden,” PQ , IV (January, 1925)1. 39-<5o; 
Frank L. Huntley, On Dryderis li Essay of Dramatic Poesy ” (University of Michigan 
Press, 1951), pp. 2 - 6 . Drydcn’s Essays , ed. W. P. Ker, 2 vols., Oxford, 1926. 

9 CL Charles Kaplan, in The Explicator, VIII (March, 1950), No. 36. 
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But in the main: the speaker who first develops his view at length, Crites 
(standing perhaps for Dryden’s brother-in-law Sir Robert Howard, 1 a 
dramatic collaborator with Dryden and one who had already published 
arguments on rhyme in drama and the unities), expounds the extreme 
classic view, that the Greeks and Romans fully discovered and illustrated 
those reasonable and perennial rules to which the modem drama can do 
no better than conform. In the really minor issue between the “last age” 
and the present in England, he maintains the superiority of the “last age” 
in making plays but is nearly ready to recognize the new degree of cor¬ 
rectness in versification achieved by Waller and Denham. The recent 
advance of English versification to a state of nearly classic perfection is 
an assumption so solidly established for the other speakers in the dialogue 
as not to be of main moment to the argument. The second person to 
speak at length, Eugenius (plausibly to be taken as Dryden’s friend 
Charles Sackville, Lord Buckhurst, 2 great-grandson of that Thomas 
Sackville who was co-author of Gorboduc , the first “regular” English 
tragedy in 1561), takes the negative position that the ancient poets failed 
badly in their illustration of the rules prescribed by their critics. The 
implication is that the moderns 3 have actually best illustrated the rules 
—but there is little effort to adduce positive evidence for this view. 
Then thirdly, Lisideius (whose name seems like an anagram of Sidleius, 
or Sir Charles Sedley, 4 a younger wit of the day), accepting the same 
premises as Crites and Eugenius, that the classical rules for decorous 
imitation of nature are indeed the fundamentals of correct dramatic 
creation, advances the argument by finding the locus of perfect realiza¬ 
tion not in the contemporary English drama (as may have been implied 
by Eugenius) but in the French. Thus Dryden gives preliminary free 
rein to three leading kinds of classicism, letting them talk themselves out, 
and it is not until this late point in the Essay that the main pivot of the 
argument occurs—with the entrance of Neander (the new man, Dryden 
of course, whose name so nearly makes a convenient anagram). A defi¬ 
nition of a play to which all four speakers have agreed has been formu¬ 
lated at the outset by Lisideius: 

x But see post p. 188; G. R. Noyes, “Crites in Drvden’s Essay of Dramatic 
Poesy? MLN , XXVIII (June, 1923), 333 ff; and Frank L. Hundey, M On the Per¬ 
sons of Dryden’s Essay of Dramatic Poesy? MLN , LXIII (1948), 88-95. 

2 Despite the actual historical presence of this nobleman in the fleet fighting the 
Dutch and the song “To all you ladies now at land” which he wrote on board his 
ship. 

8 Eugenius is a new thinker, a scientist. “If natural causes be more known now 
than in the time of Aristode, ... it follows that poesy and other arts may, with 
the same pains, arrive still nearer to perfection” (Ker I, 44)- 

4 Dryden dedicated The Assignation to him in 1673, calling him the Tibullus 
of his age. Hundey, On Dry den's u Essay . . . ,” p. 11, suggests that “Lisideius’’ may 
be a play on an Anglicized pronounciation of Le Cid . 
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A just and lively image of human nature, representing its pas¬ 
sions and humours, and the changes of fortune to which it is 
subject, for the delight and instruction of mankind. 5 

The other arguments have all rested on the first term in this definition, 
the word “just.” That is, they have all tried to set a value on drama ac¬ 
cording to the degree of its versimilitude. The strategy of Neander (the 
champion of the English against the French) is now to redirect the ar¬ 
gument toward the idea of liveliness and toward humours and passions. 
He pushes the argument in such a way as to raise a question about the 
relation of the term “justice” to the second term of the definition— live¬ 
liness. He asks, in effect, whether justice in an imitation of human life 
can occur at all unless through liveliness—that is, through lifelikeness. 

Tis true, those beauties of the French poesy are such as will 
raise perfection higher where it is, but are not sufficient to give 
it where it is not: they are indeed the beauties of a statue, but 
not of a man, because not animated with the soul of Poesy, 
which is imitation of humour and passions. 0 

Dryden has some fun here with the French unity of place (where the 
characters stand still and “the street, the window, the house, and the 
closet, are made to walk about” 7 ), and with the French declamatory 
speeches. (Frenchmen are more frivolous and airy and need to be sobered 
by their theatre; the English, more sullen, need entertainment.) One of 
Corneille’s statements in favor of practice at the expense of the rules is 
quoted with approval. “II est facile aux speculatifs d’estre severes.” 
Neander is willing to come out for the more unkempt, boyish, and 
rowdy features of English drama—the roll of drums and clash of swords 
at the finale which Sir Philip Sidney in one of the stern moments of his 
Defence had ridiculed ( Quodcimique ostendis mihi sic, incredulus odi ) 
and which had been a joke to Ben Jonson: 

with three rusty swords, 

And help of some few foot-and half-foot words, 

Fight over Yorke and Lancaster's long jars. 

—Prologue to Every Man in his Humour 

“Whether custom has so insinuated itself into our countrymen, or na¬ 
ture has so formed them to fierceness,” says Neander, “I know not; but 
they will scarcely suffer combats and other objects of horror to be taken 
from them.” 8 

“The great work of Dryden in criticism,” says T. S. Eliot, “is that 
at the right moment he became conscious of the necessity of affirming 

T Ker I, 7 7» 

8 Ker I, 74- 


B Kcr I, 36. 
8 Ker I, 68. 
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the native element in literature.” 9 And at least he did succeed in blend¬ 
ing an English accent with the French accent which had for the tune 
being become a necessity. 

He who writ this, not without pains and thought, 

From French and English theatres has brought 
Th’ exactest rules, by which a play is wrought. 

The Unities of Action, Place, and Time; 

The scenes unbroken; and a mingled chime 
Of Johnsorts humour, with CorneilWs rhyme. 

—Prologue to Secret Love , 1668 

The sketches of the dramatists of the “last age” in Dryden’s Essay 
are among the dearest moments in the history of national self-apprecia¬ 
tion. 

[Shakespeare] was the man who of all modem, and perhaps an¬ 
cient poets, had the largest and most comprehensive soul. . . . 
when he describes any thing, you more than see it, you feel 
it too. Those who accuse him to have wanted learning, give him 
the greater commendation: he was naturally leam’d. 

[Beaumont and Fletcher] understood and imitated the conver¬ 
sation of gentlemen much better; whose wild debaucheries, and 
quickness of wit in repartees, no poet can ever paint as they 
have done. 

[Ben Jonson was] the most learned and judicious writer which 
any theatre ever had. ... If I would compare him with Shake¬ 
speare, I must acknowledge him the more correct poet, but 
Shakespeare the greater wit. Shakespeare was the Homer, or 
father of our dramatic poets; Johnson was the Virgil, the pattern 
of elaborate writing; I admire him, but I love Shakespeare. 1 

To show that classical rules, so far as they may be convenient, can 
be and have been cherished by the English, Neander chooses for an ex¬ 
tended Exame?i one of the most regular plays of Ben Jonson, Epicoene 
or the Silent Woman . The comic action of this play occurs in two houses 
(actually four houses and an alley) in London and all within a £ew hours 
(between the late rising of gallants and an afternoon dinner party) and 
on “a signal and.long-expected day.” The main character, or humour 
(Morose, a rich old uncle, who cannot tolerate noise), is both delightful 
9 Use of Poetry , p. 14. 

x Ker I, 79-83. “The account of Shakespeare may stand as a perpetual model of 
encomiastick criticism” (Samuel Johnson, Life of Dry den. Works , 1787, II, 378). 
Johnson, says D. Nichol Smith, “knew the pedigree of his own preface. Dryden’s 
Essay had struck the note and set the method of the best criticism of Shakespeare 
for the next hundred years” {John Dry den, Cambridge, 1950, p. 20). 
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and plausible 2 (and besides, Jonson had known such a man—here the 
rationale teeters). And the “intrigue” (the marrying of the Morose uncle 
to a Silent Woman who at the wedding party becomes a chatterbox and 
after due torture of Morose is next discovered to be a boy—whereby 
Sir Dauphine releases his uncle and is rewarded with a fortune), the “in¬ 
trigue,” says Neandcr, is “the greatest and most noble of any pure un¬ 
mixed comedy in any language.” If we could fully understand that word 
“noble,” we might understand much which is perhaps now obscure to us 
in the neo-classic view of comedy. 3 


VI 

Finally, Dryden’s Essay , with Neander still in charge, veers off toward 
its conclusion with a protracted wrangle over a question which both 
Dryden and his brother-in-law had before this argued in print. (On him 
incidentally Dryden now* plays a mean trick, for Crites, whom we 
may plausibly accept as Howard, is made to argue Howard’s real life 
view that rhyme is not appropriate in serious plays and is made by Ne¬ 
ander to seem wrong, but at the same time he has in the first part of the 
Essay been assigned the losing view that the ancients surpassed the mod¬ 
erns—which was not Howard’s view in real life.) The dispute was to 
be continued in the following year in a Preface by Howard and in Dry¬ 
den’s Defence of an Essay of Dramatic Poesy. Only the main lines are 
of interest—but they are curiously so. Howard argued against rhyme in 
the dialogue of serious plays on the ground that rhyme was unreal, not 
the way people really talk. And Dryden argued for it on the ground 
that: 


A serious play ... is indeed the representation of Nature, but 

’tis Nature wrought up to an higher pitch. 4 

A play is supposed to be [not “a composition of several persons 

speaking ex tempore,” but] the work of the poet. 5 

2 Dryden here makes an attempt to explain the variety in unity of so complex 
a “humour” as Shakespeare’s Falstaff. “I need but tell them, that humour is the 
ridiculous extravagance of conversation, wherein one man differs from all others. 
... As for Falstaff, he is not properly one humour, but a miscellany of humours or 
images, drawn from so many several men: that wherein he is singular in his wit. 
. . . among the English ... by humour is meant some extravagant habit, passion, 
or affection, particular ... to some one person, by the oddness of which, he is im¬ 
mediately distinguished from the rest of men” (Ker I, 84-5)* Cf. post Chapter 11, 
p. 205. 

3 See post Chapter n, pp. 104-13. See OED, “noble,” A. II 8. 

* Ker I, 100 (Essay of Dramatic Poesy). 

®Ker I, 114 (Defence). 
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At the same time, however, and in the same documents Howard was 
pooh-poohing the unities of time and place on the ground that they 
aimed at an impossible verisimilitude through exact coincidence of the¬ 
ater time and space with plot time and space. The argument is a rather 
full anticipation (wrapped though it is in Howard’s bungling manner) 
of a far more celebrated instance which was to appear a hundred years 
later, in Samuel Johnson’s Preface to Shakespeare . 

He that can take the stage at one time for the palace of the 
Ptole?nies 7 may take it in half an hour for the promontory of 
Actium . Delusion, if delusion be admitted, has no certain limi¬ 
tation. . . . Time is, of all modes of existence, most obsequious 
to the imagination; a lapse of years is as easily conceived as a 
passage of hours. 6 

Dryden argued the opposite: he upheld the unities because he thought 
they tended, successfully enough, toward verisimilitude. We have then 
an odd opposition in which Howard rejects rhyme because it is further 
from reality than blank verse but rejects the unities because they are 
only a pointless approximation to a reality which cannot be attained— 
whereas Dryden upholds the unities for their verisimilitude but upholds 
rhyme for its transcendence of a verisimilitude which is not the real aim 
of the drama. The tastes of both Howard and Dryden may perhaps be 
made consistent if one suggests for each a different, though not explic¬ 
itly entertained, general principle. Howard, that is, apparently desired a 
relaxation of formalities (and hence, though he may not have known it, 
of dramatic intensity). Dryden on the contrary desired to maintain the 
formalities. And each was misled in his theorizing by the then current 
but partly irrelevant issue of verisimilitude. 

What degree of formality, and what kind, is possible for a given 
theater in a given language? The history of the 17th-century drama 
in France and England shows that certain qualities of the French lan¬ 
guage, its relative absence of tonic stress and its undulatory long Alex¬ 
andrine, made possible for Corneille a certain style which the accentu¬ 
ated English language and its pentameter made at least exceedingly 
difficult for Dryden. The English rhymed heroic couplet was to have its 
successes, but not in heroic drama. The rhetorical declamations of Dry- 
den’s plays were moving toward an idiom of epigrammatic, moral and 
reflective poetry; the movement was towards satire and Popean epistle. 
Among the several conversions for which Dryden’s career is noted was 
one from rhyme and to blank verse in his later serious dramas. In the 
Prologue to the last of his heroic dramas, Anrengzebe , 1675, “Our 
Author. ... to confess a truth (though out of time) Grows weary of 
his long-lov’d Mistress, Rhyme.” And the style of the best of his serious 

6 Works (1787), IX, 259-60. 
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plays, All for Love , 1677, is blank verse, as nearly on the Shakespearian 
model as his genius and his classical inclinations would permit. “In my 
style,” he writes in the Preface, “I have professed to imitate the divine 
Shakespeare; which that I might perform more freely, I have disencum¬ 
bered myself from rhyme.” 7 

As for the unities, it is to be observed that the peculiarities of the 
French stage in the time of Corneille and those of the English stage in 
the time of Shakespeare and again in that of Dryden go a long way to 
determine the argument. Every stage is both one place and several places 
—one sitting room with several corners or groups of chairs (more or 
less set off as separate places according to the needs of the action), or 
one city square or street with several houses. The stage designer’s prob¬ 
lem of unity (before it is complicated by a temporal succession of scenes 
on the same stage) is a problem of the relation between an overall space 
and its components. How abstract and conventional (and hence how 
flexible), or how concrete and natural (and hence how inflexible) shall 
this be? 

The three arches of the Hellenistic arcade stage, representing for¬ 
mally and hence freely three entrances from three places at indetermi¬ 
nate distances apart, was a medium decor from which one might diverge 
in several directions—toward the advanced abstraction or formal free¬ 
dom of the Elizabethan architectural and symbolic facade (something 
arrived at apparently through the influence of other visual arts—the 
monument and the tableau) or at the other extreme toward the highly 
illusionistic Vitruvian perspective contrived by wings and painted back¬ 
drops on the Italian stage during the 16th century. The latter was a very 
reasoned attempt to make the several places which were simultaneously 
present (and successively needed for the action) appear as parts of one 
larger outdoor place—typically a city street or square—one place in the 
sense that in nature it could really all be seen at once by a human.eye. 8 
And then, thirdly, there was a kind of stage which had departed wildly 
and naively from such norms, toward a simultaneous ocular realization of 
several places widely distant on the earth’s surface and beyond—the 
maisons (mansions) of the French medieval mystery stage: Paradise, 
Nazareth, the Temple, Jerusalem, the Palace, the Golden Gate, the sea of 
Galilee, Limbo and Hell. 

By an inopportune anachronism the theater of the Hotel de Bour¬ 
gogne, at which the classical plays of Corneille and his early contem¬ 
poraries were acted, had inherited the machinery of the medieval dra¬ 
matic organization which was known as the Confrerie de la Passion. As a 

7 “Not that I condemn my former way, but that this is more proper to my 
present purpose” (Ker I, 200). 

8 See George R. Kemodlc. From Art to Theatre , Form and Convention in the 
Renaissance (University of Chicago Press, 1944), esp. Chaps. IV, V, VI, VIII. 
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result the evolution of stage and plot toward the perspective ideal and 
its companion classical unities produced some curious intermediate 
phases. 0 Imagine, for instance, two towns or even two distant quarters of 
the same town joined in a kind of perspective synthesis. Corneille’s free 
treatment of such paradoxes under the rubric of the indeterminate place, 
or lien theatral, was in effect a movement toward something like the fluid 
or merely geometric space of the Elizabethan facade and apron, with its 
entrance right and left, its balcony representing anything above, its cur¬ 
tained recess representing anything within or discoverable. With an in¬ 
creased use of the fenne or movable shutter on the French stage and at 
the same time the moving forward and enlargement of the proscenium, 
the theater of the later 17th century developed toward the more com¬ 
plicated realism of successive different scenes—though not toward the 
dispersion of these in time and space such as may be found in Shake¬ 
speare’s Antony and Cleopatra and other global or cosmic Elizabethan 
plays. The French ideal of concentration was fully achieved perhaps 
once, a few years after Dryden’s Essay , in Racine’s Berenice , 1670, where 
the whole action (summed up by Racine in the words of Suetonius: 
Titus Re gin am Berenicen dimisit invitus invitam) takes place during 
about two hours and a half in one small chamber. This ideal, or its ap¬ 
proximation, is what has actually prevailed in the modern European the¬ 
ater, where today an Antony and Cleopatra or a Marco's Millions is an 
anomalous intrusion of a structure more familiar in the novel. 

As for the unity of time, two inversely proportional verisimilitudes 
seem always to have troubled the dramatist. If the play’s plot time is 
compressed into the Aristotelian single day or into Racine’s even smaller 
compass, thus approaching or attaining the verisimilitude of the actual 
two hours of the theater, this achievement is likely to impair the plausi¬ 
bility of the strenuous series of exertions and the reversal of fortune 
required for a dramatic action 1 —the several armed conflicts of Don 
Rodrigue, or the firm faith and sudden suspicion of Othello. On the other 
hand, the extension of time and space required to accommodate a large 
and various action moves inevitably away from the verisimilitude of the 
theatrical two hours. A concentration of psychological effort within a 
vaguely defined period has been found on the whole a smaller affront 
to our sense of the real than the jamming together of many visible acts 
of violence during a period so sharply defined as a day or a little more. 

°Ker I, xlv. 

1 “If a Tragedy is to be composed frprn the last story [that of Ceyx and Alcy¬ 
one] it should not begin with the departure of Ceyx, tor as the whole time for 
stage-representation is only six or eight hours, it is not true to life to have a storm 
arise, and the ship founder, in a part of the sea from which no land is visible” (Sca- 
liger, Poetics, III, 97). In an era where air travel'from Paris to London in a time 
much shorter than one “period” of the sun is an everyday matter, requirements for 
unity of space on the stage may well be expected to undergo some change. 
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VII 

Neander and his three friends at the end of the Essay of Dravtatic Poesy 
come quietly to shore at the foot of Somerset Stairs and, having amicably 
agreed on hardly anything, part with mutual courtesy for their several 
destinations. One of the chief contributions of Dryden to English criti¬ 
cism is the conversational pace, the gentlemanly tone (though it some¬ 
times masks ironic mayhem), the cool and judicial posture. Corneille 
wrote lofty and fiery tragedies of honor but attached to them quibbling 
criticisms—crabbed vindications of literary honor. Dry den’s plays, pro¬ 
duced for the most part in the pragmatic, craftsmanly spirit of one who 
aims to hit the public taste or who is satisfied that he has “swept the 
stakes,” (or who will even cynically confess: “I knew they were bad 
enough to please” 2 ) are less impressive, but in their very defects they 
were the occasions for the casually graceful causerie of his Prefaces, 
Dedications, and other defences. The Essay of Dravtatic Poesy exempli¬ 
fies that kind of pseudo-Platonic dialogue which during the next seventy- 
five years became one of the most prevalent neo-classic forms in Eng¬ 
land. 8 Neander, however, differs from Socrates in having not only less 
dialectical tenacity and subtlety but also less triumphant pugnacity. Ne¬ 
ander is Socrates become a gentleman, an honnete horrnne . His oppo¬ 
nents have their say at length, and his own replies, though wittily pointed, 
are not insistent or humiliating. A remarkable feature of Dryden’s criti¬ 
cal, mind is his capacity to retain, along with a steady concern for the 
reasoned justification of taste, an openness to contrary argument almost 
approaching scepticism. Among several somewhat different principles of 
scepticism prevalent in Dryderi’s day, one was scientific and positivistic, 
what we find in the work of Hobbes and in the activities of the Royal 
Society, of which Dryden himself, with other literary men, was for a 
time a member. 4 Another principle—a form of reaction to the scientific 
—was Pyrrhonist, antirational, fideist. Dryden apparently cultivated in 
himself a degree of resemblance to the more fashionable modes of doubt 
In the Defence of the Essay , for instance, he says: 

My whole discourse was sceptical, according to that way of 
reasoning which was used by Socrates, Plato, and all the Aca¬ 
demics of old, . . . and which is imitated in the modest inqui¬ 
sitions of the Royal Society. . . . You see it is a dialogue sus- 

2 Dedication of The Spanish Friar , 1681 (Ker I, 246). 

8 Eugene R. Purpus, “The Plain, Easy, and Familiar Way: the Dialogue in Eng¬ 
lish Literature 1660-1725” ELH, XVU (March, 1950)1 47-58- 

♦See Louis I. Bredvold, The Intellectual Milieu of John Dryden (Ann Arbor, 
IQ34). Chaps. II and III; R. F. Jones, “Science and Criticism in the Neo-Classical 
Age of English Literature,” /H 7 , I (October, 1940), 387-8; H. O. White, “Dryden 
and Descartes,” TLS, December 19,19*9, P- 1081; cf. TLS , January 2, 1930, p. 12. 
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tained by persons of several opinions, all of them left doubtful, 
to be determined by the readers in general. 5 

Dryden’s basic critical attitude, nevertheless, would seem to have been 
not so much scepticism as a kind of reaction to scepticism which we may 
call “probabilism,” the source of which, transmitted in certain contem¬ 
porary treatises of logic, was the Aristotelian way of practical reasoning 
to which we have referred in an earlier chapter. It is the mark of an 
educated man, Aristotle had said, to seek in each field of knowledge the 
degree of precision which is available there. In the practical sciences, 
ethical and political, and in the practical art of rhetoric, knowledge is not 
of the same sort as in the demonstrations of physics, metaphysics, and 
mathematics. It is this distinction which Dryden apparently wishes to 
give us in the following passage of his Defence of the Essay . 

Hitherto I have proceeded by demonstration; . . . having laid 
down, that Nature is to be imitated, and that proposition proving 
the next, that then there are means which conduce to the imi¬ 
tating of Nature, I dare proceed no further positively; but have 
only laid down some opinions of the Ancients and Modems, 
and of my own . . . which I thought probable. 6 


SUPPLEMENT 

Seen from the perspective of a brief jaunt around Western Europe, that good 
old proscenium arch seems in general to be mighty small—and shrinking. 
Everywhere you see or hear about open stages. Everywhere, at least during 
the summer, the theatre leaves the darkness of the picture frame and moves 
outside into the sunlight—in front of palaces, into church courtyards, in village 
squares, on hillsides. It seems to be searching by instinct if not by design for 
the kind of stage it had in periods of greatest achievement: a platform in space. 

And what of the proscenium? It remains, but perhaps a little less sure of 
itself. So recently a liberal, it has in the normal course of events become a con¬ 
servative. Once so obviously the normal relation between actor and audience, 
it has become one of many norms, many relationships. Hardy the architect 
who would today design a theatre without adequate provision for varying, 
enlarging, breaking through—if not entirely eliminating—that artificial dam 
through which the theatre tends to spill. 

°Ker I, 124. 

°Kcr I, 123. See the lucid statement of Dryden's probabilism by Hoyt Trow¬ 
bridge, “The Place of the Rules in Dry den’s Criticism,” MP } XLIV (November. 
1946), 84-96. 
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Granted that something magical is missing when there is no red velour curtain, 
no background splendor or technical virtuosity. But there is some other kind 
of magic lurking about these actors who have three dimensions and not^two- 
and-a-half; Prospero would have liked this island that appears and disappears 
in space. 

Someone is always asking: What about their backs? The questioner is the 
same fellow who, when the movie close-up was invented, prophesied that 
women and children would scream when they saw their decapitated heroes 
before them. With equal logic, what about their faces? Is a face per se neces¬ 
sarily more interesting or revealing than a back? Would Phidias agree? Or 
Michelangelo? 

The open stage, four-sided or three-sided, or in a corner of a room, is no 
passing fancy. It represents for the theatre the same search, the same tenden¬ 
cies which have taken place in the past half-century in the arts of sculpture, 
painting and architecture and which we have termed “modern.” Like the 
other arts, the theatre sometimes turns to simplicity, to essentials, to the prim¬ 
itive. Like the other arts, it tries to extend itself beyond rigid framework; it 
looks for fluidity and freedom; it gropes for organic form just as much as 
does the Lever House, a Finnish armchair, or a Fourth Street ashtray. Be¬ 
tween Frank Lloyd Wright and Stanislavsky, after all, there is not so much 
difference. The key to both lies in their faith that inner life dictates outer 
form. 

Most specifically, the theatre’s continuing experiment with the open stage 
represents, alongside the other arts, a concern with revealing and utilizing in¬ 
stead of concealing the nature of its material. 

A theatre building lasts longer than an ashtray or a chair. But is that any 
reason why it should be any less “modern”? 

No one tears down theatres for esthetic reasons, only for parking lots. So that 
good old proscenium arch remains—a respectable though illegitimate grand¬ 
child of Renaissance painting and Baroque elegance. Not exactly crumbling 
either. But—watch out for falling plaster. 

—Alan Schneider, “Shrinking Arch,” The New York Times , Sunday, 
July 25, 1954,. Section 2, Drama . . . , by permission of the author and 
The'New York Times . Mr. Schneider was Artistic Director of Arena 
Stage, Washington, D.C., 1952-54 


Discovery in the Works Accounts of the startling evidence that Shakespeare’s 
stage at Court was placed in the middle of the Hall has established a novel and 
revealing point. Not only was his platform not provided with a front curtain: 
it was moreover not set against any scenic wall or background whatever. With 
this plastic rather than pictorial kiri of stage, the only fluent method of pro¬ 
duction feasible is that of the traditional “multiple” or “simultaneous” setting 
of fixed “mansions” or “scenes” common to the European stage of the Renais¬ 
sance. 

Hardest perhaps for our modem minds to give up is the preconception 
of a backdrop: to realize, instead, that spectators were behind the stage, on 


I 
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the fourth side, as in a circus. But now we know that at Court Shakespeare’s 
plays were produced completely “in the round.” What then of the production 
at the public theaters such as the Globe? Were they utterly different? Or has 
our fixed modern idea of a “background” blinded us to the fact that here too 
there was no “scenic wall,” that the Globe productions also were completely 
“in the round”? 

Once we lay preconception aside, it is curious to see how the proof that 
the public stage, like that at Court, was a complete circus stage has been star¬ 
ing us in the face unregarded. The De Witt drawing has always shown specta¬ 
tors on the fourth side, behind the stage. As W. J. Lawrence pointed out, “Of 
the four known views of early non-scenic theatres, three show incontestably 
that spectators sat in elevated boxes at the back of the stage”—a position from 
which it is physically impossible to see the “inner stage” of the theorists. Hens- 
lowe at the Rose Playhouse mentioned “the room over the tire-house,” and 
contemporary references to this “lords’ room” for spectators at centre-back 
“over the stage” are common. This audience on the fourth side refuses to be 
argued out of existence to make hypothetical and remote inner and upper 
stages possible. It is a fact, as it is at Whitehall. Clearly, the Elizabethans 
meant what they said when they called their playhouses “amphitheatres,” 
when they spoke of the “cirque” and “the Globe’s fair Ring,” and when they 
imagined “lines drawn from the circumference of so many ears, whiles the 
Actor is the Center.” 

Those responsible for the theory of an inner stage have managed to close 
their eyes not only to Shakespeare’s common sense as a producer and to the 
undeniable presence of high-paying spectators behind the stage, but also to the 
economics of the theatre. A theory which would tuck cruciaL action away 
in a recess beyond the sight-line both of the lords’ room and of the adjacent 
arcs of “this wooden O,” “this thronged round, . • . this fair-fill’d Globe,” 
ignores the all-important box-office. The “inner stage” proposition would re¬ 
ceive short shrift from any business manager. His advice would be, “Don’t be 
foolish. Keep the action out on the stage, as it is shown in the De Witt picture, 
where it can be seen from all the surrounding galleries. The only way to make 
money is to fill the house.” 

—Leslie Hotson, “Shakespeare’s Arena,” The Sewanee Review, LXI 

(Summer, 1953), 356-7, by permission of The Sewanee Review 
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DRTDEJV' AMD SOME 
LATER SEVEMTEEMTH- 
CEMTURT THEMES 


§ the heroic norm, English heroic plays, Dry den's theory, 
burlesque resistance — II. courtly wit vs. “mechanic hu¬ 
mour” Epilogue to Conquest of Granada, comic theory, 
Preface to An Evening’s Love, shift from “humour ” to 
manners, the conversational norm, “fallacy of imitative 
form” passage from Virginia Woolf's Orlando—///. aim 
of comedy, delight vs. instruction, Poetic Justice, French 
influences, Dry den, Rymer, Dennis, Addison's Cato, poetic 
injustice, Rapin and catharsis sentimentalized — IV. satire 
as painless execution, the classical defence of satire and 
comedy: agelastic (Sidney and Jonson), urbane (MoHere 
and Pope), problem of moral aim vs. libel, general vs. 
local truth — V. Moliere's refinement, English “humours” 
Jonson to Sterne, Temple's Of Poetry, a 19th-century 
reaction, Meredith's lecture on the Comic, relation of the 
comic to the serious in the classical tradition, Fielding's 
Covent Garden Journal— VI. Dry den's later years, trans¬ 
lation, his view of Chaucer, Augustan sense of superiority, 
ancients vs. modems, progress and cycles, Latin vs. Eng¬ 
lish, translation and imitation, Pope, principle of allusion 
and burlesque § 


m t about the same time as he was writing his Essay of Dramatic 
J\ Poesy Dryden signed a contract with the King’s Theater to write 
1 V three plays a year. Shortly afterwards he became Poet Laureate 
and Historiographer Royal and entered upon the palmiest phase of his 
career. In a critical sense this phase had two main features: it was heroic 
and it was courtly, and in neither of these ways was it modest. 
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Both the theory and to some extent the practice of heroic poetry 
were the outcome of a theory of ideal literary genre which had waxed 
in the later 16th century. 1 Thus Sir Philip Sidney: 

There rests the heroical, whose very name, I think, should 
daunt all backbiters. For by what conceit can a tongue be di¬ 
rected to speak evil of that which draweth with it no less 
champions than Achilles, Cyrus, Aeneas, Turnus, Tydeus, Ri- 
naldo? who doth not only reach and move to truth, but teacheth 
and moveth to the most high and excellent truth; . . . But if 
anything be already said in the defense of sweet poetry, all 
concurreth to the maintaining the heroical, which is not only a 
kind, but the best and most accomplished kind of poetry. For, 
as the image of each action stirreth and instructeth the mind, 
so the lofty image of such worthies most inflameth the mind 
with desire to be worthy, and informs with counsel how to be 
worthy. 2 

The term “poem ^ which since the time of Wordsworth and Keats has 
meant for us a short piece of verse, characteristically, let us say, an ode 
or sonnet) meant in Dryden’s time par excellence a long story in verse 
(an epic or heroic poem) or a drama like an epic. (D’Avenant argued 
that the epic should be fashioned after the drama in five main parts; 3 
Dryden argued that the narrative epic was the correct model for the 
mighty drama.) A shorter poem was likely to be dubbed a “paper of 
verses.” 4 Nobody in Dryden’s day would have understood (or at least 
nobody would have admitted understanding) Edgar Allan Poe’s typi¬ 
cally romantic thesis that a long poem is a contradiction in terms and 
that such an apparently successful long poem as Milton’s Paradise Lost 
is really a collection of short poems, intense moments, held together by 
prose. 5 As tragedy was the norm of Aristotle’s theory, and epistolary 

1 The theory begins at least as early as Vida’s De Arte Poetica. See B. J. Pendle- 
burv. Dry den's Heroic Plays (London, 1913), pp. 9 ff> C. V. Deane, Dramatic Theory 
and the Heroic Play (London, 1930). 

2 A Defense of Poesy , ed. A. S. Cook (Boston, 1890), p. 30. Cf. Scauger, P0- 
etics III, 96: “In epic poetry, which describes the descent, life, and deeds of heroes, 
all other kinds of poetry have ; . . a norm, so that to it they turn for their regu¬ 
lative principles.” 

3 Letter to Hobbes prefixed to Gondibert , 1651. D’Avenant’s letter and Hobbes’s 
answer, the earliest full-bloom pronouncements in English of heroic theory, first 
appeared, together, at Paris in 1650. 

4 See Howard, Preface to Four Plays (D. D. Arundell, Dryden and Howard 
Cambridge, 1929, p. 8) and Dryden, Essay of Dramatic Poesy: “Blank verse is ac¬ 
knowledged to be too low for a poem, nay more, for a paper of verses; but if too 
low for an ordinary sonnet, how much more for Tragedy, which is by Aristotle, 
in the dispute betwixt the epic poesy and the dramatic, for many reasons he there 
alleges, ranked above it?” (Ker I, 101). 

8 But cf. Dryden’s opinion: Milton “runs into a flat of thought, sometimes for 
a hundred lines together , . .” ( Original and Progress of Satire , Ker II, 29) ; and cf. 
post Chapter 20. 
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satire implicitly that of Horace’s best insights, so the heroic epic was the 
more or less explicit norm of poetry in the latter part of the 17th cen¬ 
tury (and was a rather unhappily dilated focus for critical theory). Wit¬ 
ness not only the numerous original epic attempts and the epic transla¬ 
tions of the centuiy but the epic straining of even such a topical poem 
as Dryden’s Aimus Mirabilis and the dreams of strong poets like Dryden 
and Pope about writing a British epic. Heroic poets, says the Earl of 
Mulgrave in his Essay upon Poetry, 1682, are “gigantic souls;” the heroic 
poem is the “chief effort of human sense.” And Dryden was sure that 
the heroic poem not only always had been but always would be “es¬ 
teemed . . . the greatest work of human nature.” 0 As late in his career 
as 1697 (long after the passion for heroic drama had cooled) he opened 
the Dedication of his translated Aeneis with the sentence: “A HEROIC 
POEM, truly such, is undoubtedly the greatest work which the soul of 
man is capable to perform.” 

Partly as a result of such ideas, partly as a result of grandiose po¬ 
litical trends (which doubtless underlay the literary doctrine), and in 
some small part through the Puritan interdict of the stage which drove 
the poet Davenant in 1656 to adopt in lieu of a real play the expedient 
of a musical and recitative spectacle ( The Siege of Rhodes ), the English 
heroical play was born. At its most glorious the heroical play was an 
amalgam of Marlovian and Cornelian passion drama, of Fletcherian ro¬ 
mantic melodrama, of French nine-volume pastoral romance, of masque 
and Italian opera. It was Homeric and Aristotelian in its aim at action, 
largeness, and elevation; it was Virgilian and Heliodoran 7 in its tender 
concern for the union of a pair of lovers and the founding of an illustri¬ 
ous house. It urged the themes of love, honor, and civic virtue, in high 
places, and with furious confusion and rivalry, before an exotic and 
pseudo-historical setting, to the continuous fanfare of trumpets and clash 
of arms on nearby plains. 

The English heroic drama consisted most conspicuously of Dry¬ 
den’s five plays of this kind, from The Indian Queen, written in col¬ 
laboration with Howard and produced in 1664, to Aurengzebe, produced 
in 1677. Heroic theory, Dryden’s justification for the magnitude, the up¬ 
roar, and the constant oratorical altitude at which he found himself mov¬ 
ing, appears in his Essay of Heroic Plays, prefixed to his two-part heroic 
play The Conquest of Granada, 1672, and in his Apology for Heroic 
Poetry and Poetic Licence prefixed to his operatic rhymed rendition of 
Milton’s Paradise Lost, The State of Innocence and the Fall of Man, a 
work printed in 1677, though never acted. Heroic theory was a coarse 

c Apology for Heroic Poetry and Poetic Licence, Kerl, 181. 

7 See Sidney’s and Scaligcr’s statements about the Theageves and Chariclea of 
Heliodorus compared by Cornell M. Dowlin, “Sidney and Other Men’s Thoughts” 
RES, XX (October, 1944), PP- * 57 - 7 i. 
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parody of Aristotelian epic theory: the Homeric hero inflated to a colos¬ 
sus and paragon of prowess, honor, and passion, the element of the 
wonderful ( to thaumastoii) magnified both in the direction of the amaz¬ 
ing and in that of the admirable, and the element of fear, in the direction 
of terror. Withal a dash of Longinianism and Petronianism 8 was con¬ 
venient to justify the liberal introduction of the supernatural (ghosts and 
heavenly signs) to the main end of hair-raising. Were it not for Dryden’s 
unparalleled aplomb, which makes him at all times amusing, it might be a 
sorry shock to find his hand lent to this task. 

But I have already swept the stakes; and, with the common good 
fortune of prosperous gamesters, can be content to sit quietly; 
to hear my fortune cursed by some, and my faults arraigned by 
others, and to suffer both without reply. 0 

Critical resistance to heroic insensibility in England was furnished not 
so much by reasoned argument as by ruthless burlesque, the first effort 
being that of Buckingham and his friends in The Rehearsal, 1671, which 
hit Dryden himself and may in part have provoked his defences. Later, 
came the retrospective sortie of Fielding, The Tragedy of Tragedies; or 
the Life and Death of Tom Thumb the Great, 1731, which parodies 
every element of inflation in English drama from Shakespeare to Addi¬ 
son. 1 


II 

The second main character of Dryden’s thinking in this period, his stand¬ 
ard of courtly wit, though it merged easily with the heroic, yields per¬ 
haps a nicer critical question—a question about reality, and about ideality 
and imitation, as these grow out of a social circumstance. This standard 
has to do mainly with comedy rather than with heroics, but as even in 
his heroic plays Dryden aimed at and even achieved the refinement of 
wit, and as his complacency about the heroic plays was closely bound" 
up with his successful arrival in the court circle, it happens that his most 
blatant pronouncement on the courtly theme (and the most succinctly 
turned, because in verse) is attached to the Second Part of The Conquest 
of Gra?iada in the form of an Epilogue. We quote this admirably con¬ 
ceited poem in its entirety. 

They, who have best succeeded on the stage, 

Have still conform’d their genius to their age. 

8 Petronius is quoted in. Of Heroic Plays (Ker I, 152); Longinus is cited in 
the Apology for Heroic Poetry and Poetic Licence (Ker I, 181). 

9 Of Heroic Plays , Ker I, 159. 

1 And later still (1779) The Critic of Sheridan. 
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Thus Johnson did mechanic humour show, 

When men were dull, and conversation low. 

Then, Comedy was faultless, but ’twas coarse: 

Cobb's tankard was a jest, and Otter's horse . 2 
And, as their Comedy , their love was mean; 

Except, by chance, in some one labour’d scene, 

Which must atone for an ill-written play: 

They rose, but at their height could seldom stay. 

Fame then was cheap, and the first comer sped; 

And they have kept it since, by being dead. 

But, were they now to write, when critics weigh 
Each line, and ev’ry word, throughout a play, 

None of them, no, not Johnson in his height, 

Could pass, without allowing grains for weight. 

Think it not envy, that these truths are told; 

Our poet’s not malicious, though he’s bold. 

*Tis not to brand ’em that their faults are shown, 

But, by their errors, to excuse his own. 

If Love and Honour now are higher rais’d, 

’Tis not the poet, but the age is prais’d. 

Wit’s now arriv’d to a more high degree; 

Our native language more refin’d and free. 

Our ladies and our men now speak more wit 
In conversation, than those poets writ. 

Then, one of these is, consequently, true; 

That what this poet writes comes short of you, 

And imitates you ill (which most he fears), 

Or else his writing is not worse than theirs. 

Yet, though you judge (as sure the critics will), 

That some before him writ with greater skill, 

In this one praise he has their fame surpast, 

To please an age more gallant than the last. 

Or, as Dryden found himself compelled to put it in his immediately 
subsequent prose Defence of this Epilogue: 

Now, if they ask me ? whence it is that our conversation is- so 
much refined? I must freely, and without flattery, ascribe it to 
the court; and, in it, particularly to the King, whose example 
gives a law to it. His own misfortunes, and the nation’s, afforded 
him an opportunity, which is rarely allowed to sovereign princes, 

3 Cobb is a poor water-carrier in Jonson’s Every Man in his Humour; Otter 
is a braggart but nen-pecked captain in Jonson’s Epicoene , who has a favorite tank¬ 
ard named “Horse.” 
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I mean of travelling, and being conversant in the ‘most polished 

courts of Europe. 

Gentlemen will now be entertained with the follies of each 

other. 3 

The application of this taste to a theory of the comic appears in the 
Preface prefixed by Dry den in 1671 to his comedy An Evening's Love 
but actually representative of the more refined concept of comedy which 
by 1671 he was able to embody in his best comic effort Marriagc-a-la- 
Mode . The burden of the argument is that Ben Jonson was good at the 
realism of humours but was unequal to wit. Jonson’s technique consisted 
in the faithful imitation of low-grade material, “the natural imitation of 
folly.” This required some “judgment,” to be sure, in order to tell when 
folly was faithfully imitated, but no creative wit. The new way of com¬ 
edy, that which Dryden would illustrate, was to be a “mixed way,” part 
humours, part wit, with an accent on the pleasant theme of amorous 
intrigue. The repartee of witty gentlemen was a department in which 
Dryden specially plumed himself—though modesty devised the compen¬ 
satory confession that he found himself lacking in the “judgment” neces¬ 
sary to follow Jonson’s way of the humour. An insistence that wit could 
not, as might be sometimes thought, transcend the principle of propriety’ 
inherent in the humour—that is, that various kinds of witty characters 
must be fitted with variously appropriate kinds of witty speech—may be 
said to have turned somewhat the edge of the argument which Dryden 
was urging. 4 

3 Kcr I, 176-7. The servility that at moments accompanied this view may be 
sampled in Dryden’s motto to Marriagc-a-la-Mode (“Quicquid ego sum .... tennen 
me cum magnis vixisse , iuvita fatebitur usque invidia”) and in the Dedication of that 
play to Rochester: “I am sure, if there be anything in this play, wherein I have 
raised myself beyond the ordinary lowness of my comedies, I ought wholly to ac¬ 
knowledge it to the favour of being admitted into your lordship’s conversation. . . . 
Wit seems to have lodged itself more nobly in this age, than in any of the former; 
and people of my mean condition are only writers, because some of the nobility, 
and your lordship in the first place, are above the narrow praises which poesy could 
give you. . . . Your lordship has but another step to make, and from the patron of 
wit, you may become its tyrant.” 

The readiness of such talk’ to collapse into irony may be seen in the opening 
paragraphs of the mock-modest debate about rhyme with Sir Robert Howard in 
Dryden’s Defence of an Essay and (after his being slighted by Rochester) in the 
passage on gentleman wits in the Preface to All for Love , 1678. “And is not this a 
wretched affectation, not to be contented with what fortune has done for them, and 
sit down quietly with their estates, but they must call their wits in questions, and 
needlessly expose their nakedness to public view?” (Kcr I, 196). 

4 The transition from the English comedy of humours to the comedy of man¬ 
ners involved among other critical problems that concerning the difference between 
the supposed individuality of the humour (asserted by .Dryden in his discussions of 
Falstaff; see ante Chapter 10) and the social or class implications of the “manners,” 
and that concerning the difference between an opaque butt or target of ridicule (the 
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The social influences at work in Dryden’s theory, the snobbery and 
complacence of thfe courtier poet, the dawning signs of linguistic Augus- 
tanism, the character of Dryden’s actual comic production (a melange 
of Fletcherian romance, humor of courtly affectation, and wit of bawdy 
lovemaking), markedly inferior to the best of Ben Jonson—these should 
not obscure for us the quite basic critical issue involved in the shift from 
the comedy of Jonsonian humors toward the comedy of Restoration 
manners, and in Dryden’s rationalization of his part in this. Throughout 
the English Augustan age, from Dryden to Samuel Johnson, a certain 
kind of ease and naturalness in writing, partly initiated by Dryden him¬ 
self in his critical discourses (but so various a thing as to include the 
coffee-house pace of Defoe, the green-room frippery of Cibber, the affa¬ 
ble chatter of Addison) is supposed by historians to have run parallel 
with an ideal of correctness and elegance that was being cultivated in the 
actual conversation of cultured society. Literary historians have been 
inclined, in effect, to agree with Dryden, that English written prose dur¬ 
ing the period in question improved greatly through the imitation of 
English conversation. But what shall our theory be? If naturalness is de¬ 
sirable in a novel or play, why is a novel or a play preferable to the daily 
run of natural conversation? Was Lord Chesterfield or Bishop Atterbury 
a model talker because he sounded like Addison? Or was Addison a good 
essayist because he sounded like Chesterfield or Atterbury, or like what 
one heard everyday in the boudoir or coffee-house? Low realism (“me¬ 
chanic humour”), we may suppose, is less difficult to write than high 
realism (the wit of Benedick and Beatrice, Millamant and Mirabell, Diana 
of the Crossways). Drab realism may be at times merely neutral, but it 
has at least a tendency toward the formless and subrational, and hence 
toward producing the problem for criticism which one 20th-century 
American critic has sharply focussed in the phrase “fallacy of imitative 
form.” If a fullness of imitative embodiment is what poetry must achieve, 
and that through its form, can this form survive the imitation of negative 
or formless materials ? * * * * 6 So far as concerns social conversation and its imi¬ 
tation in literature, a conclusion which to the present writers seems emi¬ 
nently plausible has been dramatized as follows by Virginia Woolf in a 
passage of her fantastic history of modern English literary taste, Orlando. 

About the third time Orlando went ... [to one of Lady 
R.’s assemblies] a certain incident occurred. She was still under 


Jonsonian humour) and the witty character with whom the audience laughs. The 

latter question is nearer to Dryden’s drift in the Preface to An Evening's Love. The 

more delicate situation which arises when two main characters are reciprocally par¬ 

tial butts and partial wits has been alluded to ante Chapter 3. 

6 On the other hand, of course, stands the question: Can the fullness of this 
form, its quality of embodiment, survive the imitation of the highly rational, the 
scientific or metaphysical? 
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the illusion that she was listening to the most brilliant epigrams 
in the world, though, as a matter of fact, old General C. was 
only saying at some length, how the gout had left his left leg 
and gone to his right, while Air. L. interrupted when any proper 
name was mentioned. “R.? Oh! I know Billy R. as well as I 
know myself. S.? My dearest friend. T.? Stayed with him a 
fortnight in Yorkshire”—which, such is the force of illusion, 
sounded like the wittiest repartee, the most searching comment 
upon human life, and kept the company in a roar; when the door 
opened and a little gentleman entered whose name Orlando did 
not catch. Soon a curiously disagreeable sensation came over 
her. To judge from their faces, the rest began to feel it as well. 

One gentleman said thci'e was a draught. The Marchioness of G 
feared a cat must be under the sofa. It was as if their eyes were 
being slowly opened after a pleasant dream and nothing met 
them but a cheap washstand and a dirty counterpane. It was as 
if the fumes of some delicious wine were slowly leaving them. 

Still the General talked and still Mr. L. remembered. But it be¬ 
came more and more apparent how red the General’s neck 
was, how bald Mr. L.’s head was. As for what they said—nothing 
more tedious and trivial could be imagined. Everybody fidgeted 
and those who had fans yawned behind them. At last Lady R. 
rapped with hers upon the arm of her great chair. Both gentle¬ 
men stopped talking. 

Then the little gentleman said. 

He said next. 

Fie said finally.* 

Here, it cannot be denied, was true wit, true wisdom, true 
profundity. The company was thrown into complete dismay. 

One such saying was bad enough; but three, one after another, 
on the same evening! No society could survive it. 

“Mr. Pope,” said old Lady R. in a voice trembling with 
sarcastic fury, “you are pleased to be witty.” Mr. Pope flushed 
red. Nobody spoke a word. They sat in dead silence some 
twenty minutes. Then, one by one, they rose and slunk from 
the room. That they would ever come back after such an ex¬ 
perience was doubtful. 0 

* These sayings arc too well known to require repetition, and besides they 
arc all to be found in his published works. 

In Dryden’s day the matter was put as follows by Congreve in his Letter 
to Dennis Concerning Humour in Comedy , 1695. 

0 Virginia Woolf, Orlando (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc., 
1928), Chapter IV, pp. 200-2. By permission of Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc., 
and Leonard Woolf.* 
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If this Exactness . . . were to be observed in Wit as some would 
have it in Humour, what would become of those Characters 
that are design’d for men of Wit? I believe if a Poet should 
steal a dialogue of any Length from the Extempore discourse 
of the two Wittiest Men upon Earth, he would find the Scene 
but coldly receiv’d by the Town. 7 

Ill 

Dryden was inclined to take the aim of comedy not very seriously. 
Comedy, he observed, begets “malicious pleasure,” testified by laugh¬ 
ter. 8 “The chief end of it is divertisement and delight. . . . the first 
end ... is delight, and instruction only the second.” 0 And he was in¬ 
clined to wink at—nay participate cheerfully in—the obscenity 1 of the 
Restoration comedy of manners. He drew a rather sharp distinction be¬ 
tween the moral responsibility of comedy and that of tragedy, especially 
in the matter of instruction through the spectacle of rewards and punish¬ 
ment. 

Comedy is not so much obliged to the punishment of faults 
which it represents, as Tragedy. For the persons in Comedy 
are of a lower quality, the action is little, and the faults and 
vices are but the sallies of youth, and the frailties of human 
nature, and not premeditated crimes. 2 

With regard to serious drama Dryden was already in tune with a latter- 
day species of classical didacticism which became a fixation toward the 
end of the century. * 

The theme of “Poetic Justice” 3 begins to appear in Dryden’s critical 
defences of the late 1670’s: his Apology for Heroic Poetry , 1677, his 
Preface to All for Love, 1678, and that to his improved version of Troilus 
and Cressida, 1679. In these essays Dryden exhibits the influence of cer- 

7 Spingarn III, 247. 

8 Essay of. Dramatic Poesy , Ker I, 85. 

9 Preface to An Evening's Love , Ker I, 143. 

1 A quality which at the end of his life, after the storm raised by Jeremy Col¬ 
lier, he could recognize and even connect with one of its main causes, the Stuart 
court. 

But sure a banished court, with lewdness fraught, 

The seeds of open vice returning brought. . . . 

The poets, who must live by courts or starve, 

Were proud, so good a government to serve; 

And mixing with buffoons and pimps profane, 

Tainted the stage for some small snip of gain. 

—Epilogue to Beaumont and Fletcher’s Pilgrim , 1700 
2 Preface to An Evening's Love , Ker I, 143. 

8 On the general question whether poetry should mainly teach or mainly please, 
Dryden’s varied career exhibits all the usual Renaissance devices and modifications. 
See, for instance, Ker I, 113* 14*1 196, 209; II, 128. 
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tain French critics who had recently published notable works: Boileau, 
whose Horatian Art Poetique and translation of Longinus had both ap¬ 
peared in 1674; Rene Rapin, whose Reflexions sar la Poetique cTAristote 
appeared in the same year and was translated by an English critic of a 
fanatically classic temper, Thomas Rymer; and Rene le Bossu (“the best 
of modern critics,” says Dryden), whose Traite du Poeuie epique, 
1675, was the most authoritative summation of 17th-century epic theory, 
a kind of dried essence of epic, as a romantic historian has termed it, or 
recipe for epic in vacuo . French influence meant a tightening of Dry- 
den’s classicism all along the line. It meant far less indulgence of the 
English foibles and irregularities than we saw in the Essay of Dramatic 
Poesy , and, along with a continuing expression of esteem for the “divine 
Shakespeare” (especially in the matter of his characterizations), 4 a com¬ 
placent opinion that Dryden himself was improving upon Shakespeare in 
language, in regularity of plot, and in the administration of “justice.” In 
the story of Antony and Cleopatra both Dryden and Shakespeare had 
enjoyed a great initial advantage. 

I mean the excellency of the moral: for the chief persons rep¬ 
resented were famous patterns of unlawful love; and their end 
accordingly was unfortunate. All reasonable men have long 
since concluded, that the hero of the poem ought not to be a 
character of perfect virtue, for then he could not, without in¬ 
justice, be made unhappy. 6 

But the end of the chief persons in the story of Troilus and Cressida, 
as Shakespeare managed it, had been not so felicitously “unfortunate.” 
“The chief persons, who give name to the tragedy,” complains Dryden, 
“are left alive; Cressida is false, and is not punished.” It is later in the 
same Preface that he uses the full term “poetical justice,” 0 introduced 
by Rymer the year before in his Tragedies of the Last Age } and soon 
to become a commonplace of criticism. 7 In the closing scenes of Dry- 

4 The appreciation of the brutish character of Caliban (Preface to Troilus and 
Cressida, Ker I, 219) is a classic spot of 17th-century Shakespeare criticism. And the 
effort to reconcile Falstaffs complexity with the canon of consistency in character- 
drawing (I, 215) is a marked advance in theoretical precision over the account of 
the same character in the Essay of Dramatic Poesy. Cf. ante Chapter 10, p. 188. 

“Preface to All for Love, Ker I, 191. “. . . nor yet altogether wicked,” con¬ 
tinues Dryden, “because he could not then be pitied. I have therefore steered the 
middle course-, and have drawn the character of Antony as favourably as Plutarch, 
Appian, and Dion Cassius would give me leave.” 

0 Preface to Troilus and Cressida, Ker I, 203, 210. 

7 The conception, always a dangerous likelihood in the Aristotelian poetic tra¬ 
dition (especially in view of the adjacent doctrine of distributive jusdee in Aris¬ 
totle’s Ethics ), may be found adumbrated in many earlier authors—in Jonson, for 
instance, and Sidney. M. A. Quinlan, Poetic Justice in the Drama (Notre Dame, 
1912) quotes the Parliamentary Act of 1543 tolerating only such plays as presented 
“the rebuking and reproaching of vices and the setung forth of virtue.” Cf. Spineam. 
Essays I, lxxiii, lxxxvi. 
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den’s Troilus and Cressida, Cressida stabs herself, Troilus kills Diomede, 
and Achilles, coming along with his Myrmidons, kills Troilus—a far 
enough cry from the cynical half-light of Shakespeare’s closing scenes, 
where Ulysses and Thersitcs lead Troilus beside a tent and he overhears 
the conversation in which Cressida gives Diomede the sleeve. It was not 
Drydcn, however, nor even Thomas Rymer, but in the next generation 
Pope’s antagonist John Dennis, of the neo-Longinian sensibility, who 
raised the loudest voice for Poetic Justice—in a controversy which 
reached its climax over the suicide of Addison’s patriotic protagonist 
Cato. 8 

Poetic Justice was an exaggeration of the Aristotelian punishment of 
the flaw in the character of the tragic protagonist. But the doctrine could 
thrive only through a certain lack of interest in what Aristotle said about 
the greatness of the protagonist and about the infelicity of distributive 
justice, or the mixed ending, in tragedy—punishment for the wicked, 
reward for the just. A conspicuous exhibit in the history of Poetic Jus¬ 
tice is Nahum Tate’s mixed ending for King Lear , in which Cordelia 
marries Edgar. Yet, like most other moral conceptions of poetry, Poetic 
Justice is not adequately treated by a summary dismissal. The question 
is at least a complicated one, for it concerns not only evil and punish¬ 
ment but virtuous inclinations and sympathy, and conflict of sympathies. 
“Though I might use the privilege of a poet,” says Dryden, “to intro¬ 
duce . . . [Octavia] into Alexandria, yet I had not enough considered, 
that the compassion she moved to herself and children was destructive 
to that which I reserved for Antony and Cleopatra.” 0 Even in Shake¬ 
speare’s version of the story, the casual and gross injustice with which 
Antony treats Octavia may somewhat obstruct our view of Antony as a 
protagonist worthy of tragic sympathy. And then on the other hand 
there is such a case as that of Addison’s Cato. It is not easy to argue, 
against Dennis, that the Stoic death of the champion of republican virtue 
is really the downfall of a tragically erring figure. Innocent suffering, or 
poetic injustice, as it appears in Cato and is defended by Addison in ad¬ 
vance in Spectator 40, has a close relation to the tide of generally tender 
feelings, the commiseration and compassion, that would run so strong 
through the whole of the 18th century. The intensity of the neo-classic 
crusade to see that the sinful protagonist suffered the death-penalty— 
and that no innocent character did—may obscure for us a reactionary 
but equally simplistic trend of that time toward the luxury of pity for 
innocence injured. The cases had much in common, for in either the 
Aristotelian tension was resolved. And in either the Aristotelian catharsis 

8 See Spectators 39 and 40, by Addison, and 548, attributed to Addison, and 
the several replies of Dennis including his Remarks upon Cato, a Tragedy, 1713 
{Works, ed. E. N. Hooker, Baltimore, 1939-1943* I, 4<>i II, 7, 19* 49 * 435 ” 4 *> 44 ^- 57 ) • 

•Ker I, 192. 
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of undesirably soft emotions (pity and fear) slides conveniently into a 
new and sentimentalized version of catharsis—such as that which Dry- 
den in the Preface to his Troilus and Cressida adapts from Rapin: not 
catharsis (or “abatement”) of fear and pity, but abatement of such aggres¬ 
sive and evil emotions as pride and anger through the feeding and water¬ 
ing of the soft-hearted emotions of fear and pity. 1 Thus the most nearly 
amenable classic doctrine became, by a sufficient deflection, an authority 
on the side of the coming ethics of benevolent feeling. 2 


IV 

It is one of Dryden’s claims to an urbane, if at times rather faltering, 
good sense that he was not one of the most earnest promoters of Poetic 
Justice—like Rymer or Dennis. He only lent himself to it. As we have 
already observed, he took his comic art even more lightly, resting his 
apologia on the easy grounds of pleasure and diversion. As for his bur¬ 
lesque and hurting satires, MacFlecknoe and Absalom and Acbitophel } 
he doubtless looked on them honestly as what they were—masterly ex¬ 
hibitions of the art of personal assault and partisan politics. His theory of 
satire appears later, in the long essay entitled The Origin and Progress of 
Satire prefixed to his translation of Juvenal and Persius in 1693. 

. . . the nicest and most delicate touches of satire consist in 
fine raillery. . . . How easy it is to call rogue and villain, and 
that wittily! But how hard to make a man appear a fool, a 
blockhead, or a knave, without using any of those opprobrious 
terms!. . . . Neither is it true, that this fineness of raillery is 
offensive. A witty man is tickled while he is hurt in this manner, 
and a fool feels it not. . . . there is ... a vast difference be¬ 
twixt the slovenly butchering of a man, and the fineness of a 
stroke that separates the head from the body, and leaves it stand¬ 
ing in its place. A man may be capable, as Jack Ketch’s wife 
said of his servant, of a plain piece of work, a bare hanging; 
but to make a malefactor die sweetly was only belonging to her 
husband. 3 

This view of fine satire as a form of painless execution could doubtless 
be shown to have its resemblance to Dryden’s idea of the comic. In the 

1 “Rapin, a judicious critic, has observed from Aristotle, that pride and want 
of commiseration are the most predominant vices of mankind; therefore, to cure us 
of these two, the inventors of Tragedy have chosen to work upon two other pas¬ 
sions, which are fear and pity” (Ker I, 210). Cf. Baxter Hathaway, “John Dryden 
and the Function of Tragedy,” PMLA , LV 1 II (September, 1943), 665-73. 

2 See post Chapter 14. 

3 Ker II, 92-3. 
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relaxed theory of comedy which we have already noted, Drydeii stood 
even further apart from his age than in his relative casualness about 
Poetic Justice. 

Dryden’s views are hardly the ideal ground from which to launch 
a discussion of English neo-classic theory. Yet because there is no other 
single theorist of the period who provides that ground, we choose to 
enter here upon the following brief elaboration. Other comic writers 
and other satirists, from Ben Jonson to Pope and Fielding, were mightily 
preoccupied with a kind of satirist’s apology which we have already 
noted in Jonson. We may summarize it roughly as follows: The satirist 
meant to hurt nobody, least of all' any innocent person; he named no¬ 
body, but aimed at the universal; his charter was to lash vice and folly, 
to correct manners, to uphold morality. In times so low that men were 
not afraid to be known as knaves, they were yet ashamed to be laughed 
at as fools. Hence the satirist’s special power and opportunity—in fact 
his duty—which he performed with an obvious gusto. In tragic justice 
grand crimes were punished by death. In comic and satiric justice mean 
vices and the folly which went with them were punished by scornful 
ridicule. 

There is some evidence from the earlier part of this period that the 
view of comedy as a moral agent may have been quite grim. Thus Sir 
Philip Sidney in his Defence: 

I speak to this purpose, that all the end of the comical part be 
not upon such scornful matters as stir laughter only, but mixed 
with it that delightful teaching which is the end of poesy. And 
the great fault, even in that point of laughter, and forbidden 
plainly by Aristotle, is that they stir laughter in sinful things, 
which are rather execrable than ridiculous; or in miserable, 
which are rather to be pitied than scorned. 4 

And Ben Jonson in a passage of his Timber translated from an agelastic 
interpretation of Aristotle’s Poetics by the Dutch theorist Heinsius: 

Nor is the moving of laughter alwaies the end of Comedy , 
that is rather a fowling for the peoples delight, or their fooling. 

For, as Aristotle saies rightly, the moving of laughter is a fault 
in Comedie, a kind of turpitude, that depraves some part of a 
man’s nature without a disease. As a wry face without paine 
moves laughter, or a deformed vizard.—No. 131 5 
4 Defense of Poesy, ed. A. S. Cook, p. 51. 

6 Compare Heinsius: “ Nec movere risum sane constituit Comoediani, sed plebis 
aucupium est, et abusus. Nam Ridiculum, ut recte Aristoteles, vitium est et foeditas, 
doloris expers; quae partem in homine aliquant corrumpit absque morbo. Sicut foeda 
et detorta facies, si nullo cum dolore id fiat, risum movet” (Ad Horatii de Plauto 
et Terentino judicium, quoted in Tbnber, ed. Castelain, pp. 133-4). And compare 
Aristotle, Poetics V. The fault in human nature which Aristotle took as the object 
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Jonson must have made his audience laugh, in order to make his living. 
Yet the starkness of his plays, the saltiness and grit, a certain holystoning 
of the sensibility often quite distressing even if funny, doubtless might 
be argued to show some correspondence to the version of Aristotle which 
he chose to adopt from Heinsius. 

Later on, the tone of the comic writer’s apology is more easy. He 
admits being funny and claims laughter as his moral technique. Moliere, 
even though under official censure for the immorality of Tartuffe , Pope, 
though beset by Grubstreet in a war of libels, conduct their self-defenses 
with urbanity and wit. The satire so obviously rejoices in the skilful ad¬ 
ministration of punishment that it is difficult to accept with complete 
seriousness the concern avowed for “healing.” These ideas, like so many 
others of the age, were epitomized often and neatly by Alexander Pope— 
sometimes with casual aplomb, as in his Epistle to Augustus , where para¬ 
phrasing the Horatian thumbnail history of poetry, he slips in the couplet: 

Hence Satire rose, that just the medium hit, 

And heals with Morals what it hurts with Wit. 

Sometimes with feelings of tender self-regard, as in his Epistle to Ar- 
buthnot , where he brings in his filial piety and the good influence of his 
parents. And once, with fierce conviction and political self-righteousness, 
in the Epilogue to his Satires . 

Yes, I am proud; I must be proud to see 
Men nor afraid of God, afraid of me: 

Safe from the Bar, the Pulpit, and the Throne, 

Yet touched and shamed by Ridicule alone. 

O sacred weapon! left for Truth s defence, 

Sole Dread of Folly, Vice, and Insolence! 

The special elan of Pope’s Epistle to Arbuthnot arises in large part from 
the ironic alternations of slaughterous portraiture with the author’s pro¬ 
fessions of childlike innocence. 

Yet soft by nature, more a dupe than wit, 

Sappho can tell you how this man was bit. 

One may observe in passing that the neo-classic satirist’s protesta¬ 
tion of moral, and denial of slanderous, intent, poses very vividly the 
Aristotelian distinction between general poetic meaning and historical 
particularity. Although Pope and Warburton maintained that the names 
in the Dunciad did not matter, because the types were perennial , 0 the 

to be imitated in comedy (the ridiculous, to gcloion) is taken by Heinsius as a fault 
in comedy itself, the laughable, ridiculuvj. Jonson heavily underscores this interpre¬ 
tation with the phrase “the moving of laughter is a fault in Comedie.” 

°Cf. Fielding, Joseph Andrews, Bk. Ill, Ch. i. 
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fact that Grubstreet was then and there swarming with dunces was what 
provoked the poem, and living dunces were hit—some less fairly than 
others. It was surely not immoral for Moliire to satirize the pious fraud 
(faux divot ), but then Moliere could scarcely help implying something 
about the prevalence of frauds among pious persons in the France of 
Louis XIV. The practical truth and moral value of all such implicit in¬ 
dictments (or their untruth and immoral libel) depended on statistical 
factors which lay outside the scope of literary criticism and of moral 
philosophy too. 


V 

The kind of generalized moral criticism which was the professed aim of 
17th-century comedy and satire is to be found at its most refined in a 
few plays of Moliere— Le Tartuffe , Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme , UAvare } 
and above all Le Misanthrope . English comedy of manners along the 
same lines—and sometimes it was copied rather closely from Moliere— 
suffers from two main defects, the Homeresque indecency which later 
elicited Lamb’s defence 7 and Macaulay’s censure, and the English fond¬ 
ness for the “humour,” a kind of bumptiousness which was never com¬ 
pletely sophisticated even in the smartest Restoration comedies. Toward 
the end of the century this very indigenous form of the laughable settled 
into a national institution, a phenomenon of actual English life, a sup¬ 
posedly superior source of comedy, and a matter of national pride. Thus 
Temple in his essay Of Poetry, 1690: 

. . . our English [comedy] has . . . excelled both the modem * 
and the Ancient, ... by Force of a Vein Natural perhaps to 
our Country, and which with us is called . . . Humour, a Word 
peculiar to our Language too, and hard to be expressed in any 
other. . . . This may proceed from the Native Plenty of our 
Soyl, the unequalness of our Clymat, as well as the Ease of our 
Government, and the Liberty of Professing Opinions and Fac¬ 
tions. . . . Thus we come to have more Originals, and more 
than appear what they are; we have more Humour, because 
every Man follows his own, and takes a Pleasure, perhaps a 
Pride, to shew it. . . . We are not only more unlike one another 
than any Nation I know but we are more unlike our selves too 
at several times. . . . our Country must be confest to be what 
a great Foreign Physitian called it, The Region of Spleen, which 
may arise a good deal from the great uncertainty and many sud- 
dain changes of our Weather in all Seasons of the Year. . . . 

7 By a theory which posited a more than Kantian degree of detachment in our 
experience of such comedy. 
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There are no where so many Disputers upon Religion, so many 
Reasoners upon Government, so many Refiners in Politicks, so 
many Curious Inquisitives, so many Pretenders to Business and 
State-Imployments, greater Porers upon Books, nor Plodders 
after Wealth. And yet no where more Abandoned Libertines, 
more refined Luxurists, Extravagant Debauchees, Conceited 
Gallants, more Dabblers in Poetry as well as Politicks, in Phi¬ 
losophy, and in Chymistry. I have had several Servants far gone 
in Divinity, others in Poetry; have known, in the Families of 
some Friends, a Keeper deep in the Rosycrucia Principles , and 
a Laundress firm in those of Epicurus. 8 

The English “humour” was softening. What had been in the plays of 
Ben Jonson prickly, gross, and smelly now became quaint, merely ec¬ 
centric, cozy, a harmless or lovable tendency of national character. A 
tribe of “originals” flourished: the bluff squire, the angular and brambly 
spinster, the cove, the codger, the dodger, Uncle Toby with his hobby 
horse, Aunt Betsey Trotwood, Mr. Micawber. Without passing judgment 
on this art of comfortable caricature, we may observe that along with 
the Augustan trend toward burlesque (of which we must say more before 
the end of this chapter) this kind of comic art was mainly to blame for 
the fact that the most brilliant essay in English on the ethical value of 
comedy was to be written only in the latter 19th century as an expres¬ 
sion of classical reaction against what its author considered the hoydenish 
parochialism of English laughter. George Meredith’s lecture On the Idea 
of the Comic and the Uses of the Co?nic Spirit in Literature 9 was de¬ 
livered in 1877, an d except for the fact that it relates closely to a concept 
of comedy both expounded and to some extent illustrated in several of 
his own novels ( The Ordeal of Richard Fever el , The Egoist, Diana of 
the Crossways ), 1 it was an anachronism—an unlimited celebration of 
French classical comedy and something like a master statement of the 
values achieved in that form. 

There are, announces Meredith, two extreme spirits which are anti¬ 
comic—that of the Puritanical enemies of Comedy, the non-laughers or 
agelasts (here conceivably one might have to place Heinsius and the 
Ben Jonson of Timber) but no less that of the bellyshaking hypergelasts 7 
the riotous Bacchanalians. (In Aristotle’s Ethics indeed one found the 
boorish enemy of fun and the buffoonish and chronic fun-maker set on 
each side of the gentlemanly and discreetly ready wit. Meredith’s terms, 
aside from their etymology, have a clear classical coloration.) Within the 
area of the literary laughable he distinguishes from comedy both satire 

8 Spingarn III, 103-6. Cf. Congreve, Letter to Dennis Concerning Humour in 
Comedy (Spingam, III, 252); E. N. Hooker, “Humour in the Age of Pope” Hunt¬ 
ington Library Quarterly , XI (August, 1948), 361-85. 

9 See the edition by Lane Cooper, An Essay on Comedy (New York, 1918). 

1 See J. W. Beach, The Comic Spirit in George Meredith (New York, 1911). 
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(prideful, egoistic, self-vindicatory, sentimental, working on a storage 
tank of bile) and humour, so beloved of the British (bumptious and 
cheerful, “laughter holding both his sides,” comforting his victim with 
the hearty slap on the back). Meredith’s lecture is a plea for the cor¬ 
rective and civilizing agency of wit and especially of feminine wit. 
Shrewdly he read a tribute to the saving grace of woman’s charity and 
laughter in even such minor fragments of the plays of Menander as were 
then known. He traced the same theme in the Roman echoes of Terence s 
shc-comedics, The Mother-in-Laiv , and The Woman of Andros , then in 
the comedies of Moliere and par excellence in The Misanthrope —where 
the heroine Celimcne, coquette and gossip, sweetheart and foil to the 
cynical Alccste, soars in the end as the sweetly transcendent critic of his 
surliness, his self-gratulatory spirit of satire, and his morose impulse to 
retirement. English plays which attempted to follow this chastely tem¬ 
pered pattern of bitter-sweet, sad-and-funny—Wycherley’s Plain Dealer , 
for instance, with its theme of gross infidelity, its tarpaulin-and-brandy- 
smclling hero, its farrago of irrelevant humours and Twelfth Night girl 
in boy’s clothes—pointed all too readily the contrast which Meredith was 
interested to draw at the expense of his countrymen. Such a view of 
comedy had some difficulty in the accommodation of irregular or ro¬ 
mantic comic geniuses like Aristophanes, Rabelais, and Shakespeare—a 
feat accomplished only by local brilliance of phrasing and at the cost of 
some inconsistency in Meredith’s total argument. But in his main stress 
he comes as close as anyone ever has to laying out a definition of high 
and quintessential comedy as a literary genre—a golden center of the 
comic target, the kind of moral and social quality, non-didactic, non- 
satiric if one insists, sympathetic, yet clearly critical, which had been 
the province of the most exquisite in the classical way of comedy. 3 

The rather severe and ethically serious theory of comedy to be 
traced from Aristotle to Meredith did not often if ever reach the point 
of saying that comedy is a strangely chameleon obverse, or mocking 
counterpart, of the tragic. The theory did not notably seek to associate 
comedy with the peripeteia and its complement of verbal irony so con¬ 
spicuous in Sophoclean tragedy, nor did it make much of the insight 
hinted in Aristotle’s analogous use of the terms hamartia and hamartbm' 
in his definitions of the tragic and the laughable. Still the low style, the 
genus tenue of comedy and of Horatian epistle and satire, was not con¬ 
ceived as something merely frivolous or frolicsome. In our next chapter 

2 Compare the following by Lord Chesterfield: “. . . the conversations of our 
mixed companies here ... if they happen to rise above bragg and whist, infallibly 
stop short of everything either pleasing or instructive. I take the reason of this to be, 
that (as women generally give the tone of conversation) our English women are 
not near so well informed and cultivated as the French; besides that they are nat¬ 
urally more serious and silent” ( Letters , January 23, 1752). 

8 See the classical vein admirably renewed in our own day by L. J. Potts, Cozw- 
edy, London: Hutchinson’s University Library, 1949* 
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we shall have something to say about the role played in the theory of 
this era by the ambiguous native term “wit.” At this point, we may 
relevantly remark that the double orientation of this term was toward 
the two poles of the smartly amusing and the imaginatively creative. It 
would be somewhat of a simplification, but not a grossly unfair one, to 
say that the main effort of the “wits” of Pope’s age, so far as it was a the¬ 
oretical effort, was directed to asserting the serious value of the laugh¬ 
able. The point was made by Swift and Pope but perhaps never so ex¬ 
plicitly as by their successor Henry Fielding (the last of the English 
comic wits in the classical tradition) in a passage of his Covent Garden 
Journal with which we may conclude this section of our history. 

It is from a very common but a very false Opinion, that we con¬ 
stantly mix the Idea of Levity with those of Wit and Humour. 

The gravest of Men have often possessed these qualities [of 
Wit and Humour] in a very eminent Degree, and have exerted 
them on the most solemn Subjects with very eminent Success. 
These are to be found in many Places in the most serious Works 
of Plato and Aristotle, of Cicero and Seneca. Not only Swift, 
but South hath used them on the highest and most important of 
all subjects. In the sermons of the Latter, there is perhaps more 
Wit, than in the Comedies of Congreve.—No. 18, March 3, 1752 4 


VI 

The last twenty years of Dry den’s long career were devoted increasingly 
to translation and to critical writing apropos of his translation. And so at 
the close of the 17th century Dryden brings us back again to an em¬ 
phasis upon which we dwelt at the beginning, with Ben Jonson, that 
on the imitation of classical models. Dryden produced translations of 
Ovid’s Epistles , 1680, of the Satires of Juvenal and Persius, 1693, of the 
French painter Du Fresnoy’s De Arte Graphica , 1695, of Virgil’s Ec¬ 
logues , Georgies , and Aeneid } 1697, an ^ of selections from Homer, Ovid, 

4 A complementary Augustan insight was that duiness could appear in the form 
of smartness or frivolity. Fielding continues: “True indeed it is that Duiness appears 
in her own Form, and in her proper Dress, when she walks abroad in some critical 
Essay on a grave Subject; and many millions of Reams have in all Ages been sacri¬ 
ficed to her by her Votaries in this Manner; but she doth not always preserve this 
solemn Air. She often appears in public in Essays of Entertainment . . . and some¬ 
times in Print, as well as on the Stage, disguises herself in a Jack-pudding Coat, and 
condescends to divert her good Friends with sundry Feats of Dexterity and Grim¬ 
ace. The late ingenious Dr. Swift . . . likens these two different Appearances of 
Duiness to the different Qualities of small Beer in the Barrel, and small Beer in the 
Bottle. The former of which is well known of all Things the most vapid, insipid 
and heavy; but the latter is altogether as airy, frothy, brisk and bouncing. ,, Cf. Dun - 
ciad IV, 239-40: “Ah, think not. Mistress! more true Duiness lies In Folly’s Cap, than 
Wisdom’s grave disguise.” 
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Boccaccio, and Chaucer which in the last year of his life, 1700, he pub¬ 
lished under the title of Fables . 

Perhaps the best known of the critical essays attached to these 
translations, the last and one of the mellowest expressions of Drydens 
fluent old age, is the Preface to the Fables . And the most notable feature 
of this is the generous appreciation of Chaucer which Dryden managed 
in spite of a quaintly confident inability to scan his verses. Chaucer is 
“the father of English poetry,” “a perpetual fountain of good sense.” 
Yet his verses have only the “rude sweetness of a Scotch tune;” “some 
thousands” of them are “lame for want of half a foot.” He lived “in the 
infancy of our poetry.” 5 Here we have both a milestone in one kind of 
Augustanism, the superior notion that the rudeness of the past ought to 
be translated into the elegance of the present, and at the same time a very 
sympathetic reading of an archaic idiom, an outstanding exercise of what 
today is likely to be called the “historic sense.” Dryden, let us reflect, 
was writing six years after the publication of the following lines by 
Addison in the Sixth Miscellany. 

. . . Chaucer first, a merry bard, arose, 

And many a story told in rhyme and prose, 

But age has rusted what the poet writ, 

Worn out his language and obscur’d his wit: 

In vain he jests in his unpolish’d strain, 

And tries to make his readers laugh in vain. 

—Account of the Greatest English Poets , 1694 

And thirty-seven years before Pope’s Epistle to Augustus: 

Chaucer’s worst ribaldry is learn’d by rote, 

And Beastly Skelton Heads of houses quote. 

Dryden and Pope’s translations from Chaucer and Pope’s Satires of Dr. 
Donne Versified illustrate this side of Augustanism. The Augustan feel¬ 
ing of superiority to archaic English poetry sat comfortably enough 
with respectful submission to the classical ancients. “Still green with 
bays each ancient Altar stands.” And hence Augustanism was at odds 
with the kind of scientific or Royal Society modernism which often (as 
in the argument of Eugenius in Dryden’s Essay) came over into the 
literary battle between the Ancients and Moderns. This battle, 0 translated 

“Kcr II, 257-9. Cf. Edmund Waller, Of English Verse: “Chaucer his sense can 
only boast; The glory of his numbers lost!” The correct versification of Waller in 
English was made parallel to that of Malherbe in French when Dryden chose the 
English equivalents for French examples in Soamcs’s translation of Boilcau’s VArt 
poctique , 1683. In the Preface to the 1690 edition of Waller’s Poems , his claims were 
stated in an extravagant way by Francis Atterbury. Waller became the “parent of 
English verse and the first that showed our Tongue had Beauty and* Numbers in 
it.” Wcllck, Rise, pp. 35-6. . 

°Sce R. F. Jones, Ancients and Modems: a Study of the Background of the 
il Battle of the Books” St. Louis, 1936; Wcllek, Rise, pp. 39 if. 
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from France to England in a series of attacks and counterattacks, from 
Temple’s Essay Upon the Ancient and Modem Learnings 1690, to Swift’s 
Battle of the Books , 1704, was an intricate confusion of several issues, 
among them these two: (1) whether there is progress in literature, as in 
science; (2) whether, if there is progress, it is continuous from antiquity 
steadily onward, or is cyclical, 7 through alternate ages of barbarism and 
polished Augustanism. A belief in cycles was not inconsistent with a be¬ 
lief in the overall decline of poetry from antiquity to modem times— 
a progress from Ennius to Virgil and Horace, from Chaucer to Dryden, 
but the old height not to be reached again. In part this was due to the 
rapidity of the shifts in the linguistic ground under one’s feet. Bacon 
had written his important works in Latin or translated them into Latin 
or let somebody else do it. Most English poems of great repute in this 
age and of convenient length (and some much longer) 8 were translated 
by somebody into Latin. And as late as the time of Pope it made good 
sense to lament the insubstantiality of the idiom upon which one had to 
rely. 

Poets that lasting marble seek 

Must carve in Latin or in Greek; 

We write in sand. . . . 9 

Marble, let it be understood (this seems a legitimate implication of the 
argument all along), is better for sculpture than sand for two reasons: 
not only does it wear better but one can do more with it to begin with. 
And thus arises the need not only to bring the archaic and ragged Eng¬ 
lish writers (Chaucer and Donne) into line with whatever Augustan per¬ 
fection of form has been achieved in English but also (and this is the 
heroic task) to translate the more monumental values of antique literature 
into the modern idiom—not only in order that the less learned may read 
more readily, but also in order that the more learned may have the 
pleasure of following the translator in the course of his creative analo¬ 
gizing. The translations from the classics in the era of Dryden and Pope 
would seem to have been directed by a conjunction of two literary 
theories: one, as we have seen, that heroic poetry is the most desirable 
kind (though apparently an almost impossible feat in the modem age of 
decline); and the other, that translation and “imitation” are quite possible 
in such and such ways. 

Dryden’s role in the history of English translation was described in 
the next century by Samuel Johnson as follows: 

7 Cycles of culture arc discussed in Bouhours’ Entretiens y 1671, and Fontenelle’s 
Dialogue des viorts , 1683. 

8 Sir Francis Kynaston translated the first two books of Chaucer’s Troilus and 
Criseyde into rhymed Latin: Aviorum Troili et Creseidae Libri Duo Priores Ang - 
lico-Latinij Oxford, 1635. Christopher Smart’s Poems on Several Occasions (London, 
1752) includes De Arte Critica; a Latin Version of Mr. Pope's u Essay on Criticism ” 

0 Waller, Of English Verse. Cf. Pope, Preface to Works, 1717. 
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Dryden saw very early that closeness best preserved an author’s 
sense, and that freedom best exhibited his spirit; he therefore 
will deserve the highest praise, who can give a representation 
at once faithful and pleasing, who can convey the same thoughts 
with the same graces, and who when he translates changes noth¬ 
ing but the language .—Idler 69, 1759 

Dryden himself in one of his early statements on the subject, the Preface 
to his Ovid, had distinguished grades of translation thus: 

All translation, I suppose, may be reduced to these three 
heads. 

First, that of metaphrase, or turning an author word by 
word, and line by line, from one language into another. . . . 

The second way is that of paraphrase, or translation with lati¬ 
tude, where the author is kept in view by the translator, so as 
never to be lost, but his words are not so strictly followed as 
his sense; and that too is admitted to be amplified, but not al¬ 
tered. . . . The third way is that of imitation, where the trans¬ 
lator (if now he has not lost that name) assumes the liberty, 
not only to vary from the words and sense, but to forsake them 
both as he sees occasion; and taking only some general hints 
from the original, to run division on the groundwork, as he 
pleases. 1 

Dryden announces as his own standard the mean, “paraphrase,” but he 
confesses that he may sometimes have taken more liberty. Both the 
theory and the practice of Dryden presage something which is far more 
plainly legible in the first half of the next century in the Horatian imi¬ 
tations of Pope and the Juvenalian imitations of Samuel Johnson. To 
take but one instance, Pope’s Epistle to Augustus is an imitation of the 
corresponding Horatian epistle in a sense quite far advanced beyond that 
in which Ben Jonson’s character of Shakespeare in Timber is an imita¬ 
tion of the happy model which he had found in Seneca’s sketch of 
Haterius. With Jonson the parallel between Haterius and Shakespeare is 
of small consequence. If we attend to it at all, it is only a small joke, al¬ 
most irrelevant to the tone and pattern of Jonson’s sketch. But with 
Pope not only parallel, but adaptation, and even recognizable deviation 
are the essential techniques. It is a technique of discrepant or ironic anal- 
ogy—Augustan London matched fairly enough against Augustan Rome, 
but George Augustus II matched lamely and insultingly against Oc- 

1 Ker I, 237. Similar distinctions may be found in English writing of an earlier 
date—as far back, for instance, as the Scholeviaster of Roger Ascham. Dryden takes 
the term “imitation” in the special sense in question from Cowley. He notes the 
practice of this kind of translation in Cowley’s Pindaric and Horatian Odes and in 
Denham’s Second Aeneid . 
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tavius Augustus—ridicule accomplished by eulogy. “A vile Encomium 
doubly ridicules: There’s nothing blackens like the ink of fools.” In short 
the difference between the Jonsonian and the Popean stages of classical 
imitation is that between mere borrowing from a source and the strategy 
of allusion, a difference of all the more theoretical import if we consider 
the pervasive and Protean role of allusion in the poetry of all sophisti¬ 
cated ages. 

The aesthetic of imitation in the age of Dryden arid Pope merges 
with another principle, that of parody and burlesque—forms of literature 
which were at the same time techniques of intricate allusion and symp¬ 
toms of decline from the heroic. They were symptoms too of the free¬ 
dom of the poetic spirit even when it appears most dedicated to the 
rules. 2 If it was not possible to be the English Homer or the English 
Virgil or even adequately to translate the highly serious works of those 
authors, it was both possible and delightful to use their range of meaning 
and the mammoth authority of their very presence in the mind of the 
age to construct smaller but brightly reflecting models, either in the 
mode of rococo delicacy or in that of the harrowing grotesque. It may 
have been play—the elevated person putting on the mask for the visit to 
the bazaar of ordinary life—but it was crafty and potent play. In these 
modes of composition the poet enjoyed all the advantages which “imi¬ 
tation” can afford. He was an objective imitator in the fullest way—in a 
way, however, which during every age lies at least latent in the trian¬ 
gular relationship of poet, contemporary world, and literary past. 


SUPPLEMENT 

The work by Mr. Pound which has laid itself most open to this kind of 
attack. Homage to Sextus Propertius , is not included in the volume under 
consideration here. At the same time, though it is stricdy not a translation of 
Propertius so much as what a Restoration poet would have called an “Allusion 
to Propertius” or “Imitations of Propertius,” it perhaps provides the best 
starting-point for a general consideration of Mr. Pound’s achievement as a 
verse translator. The academic critics of this poem are right, of course, in dis- 

2 Cf. Austin Warren, “The Mask of Pope,” Sewanee Review, LIV (Winter, 
1946), 19-33. Fielding in his Preface to Joseph Andrews finds it incumbent upon 
him to distinguish between mere burlesque and the truly comic imitation of nature 
which he professes. For about seventy-five years various forms of play and irrespon¬ 
sibility may have been a chief outlet for the poetic impulse—not only the burlesques 
of Pope, Swift, and Fielding, but the Spenserian parody of Shenstone (increasingly 
tender in its revisions), Smart’s whimsical mad play with the Scriptures, Percy’s con¬ 
descension to the ballads, Chatterton’s forged medievalism. Cf. R. D. Havens, “As¬ 
sumed Personality, Insanity, and Poetry,” Review of English Studies , New Series, 
IV (January, 1953)* *6-37- 
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covering howlers in it. They could discover comparable howlers in Marlowe’s 
very beautiful versions of Ovid, and it may be admitted that Mr. Pound’s 
knowledge of Latin is nearer to that of an eager undergraduate (an under¬ 
graduate impatient with grammar and in love with the idea of poetry) than to 
that of a university lecturer. At the same time, the academic critics of Homage 
to Sextus Propertius have largely missed Mr. Pound’s point. We can see what 
he is doing in this poem most clearly if we look at passages where there arc no 
howlers, but where, for the sake of bringing out a latent irony in Propertius, 
Mr. Pound deliberately distorts his strict sense. Thus the elegiac couplet, 

a valeat, Pboebum quicumque moratur in armisl 
exactus tenui pumice versus eat , [Elegies III, i, 7-8] 

which is literally, in Butler’s version, “Away with the man who keeps Phoebus 
tarrying among the weapons of war! Let verse run smoothly, polished with 
fine pumice,” becomes in Mr. Pound’s variation: 

Out-weariers of Apollo will, as we know, continue their Martian 
generalities. 

We have kept our erasers in order. 

Mr. Pound obviously here does understand the literal sense of the Latin. But 
for his own purposes, he is “pointing up” that sense. He is not using Propertius 
as a mere stalking-horse. He is, in the lines just quoted, striving by a slight 
distortion of the literal sense of his original to bring over much more vividly 
than Butler does its tone and feeling. He brings in “Martian” to remind us that 
after all it is a Latin poet he is starting from. On the other hand, he brings in 
the modem word “generalities” and the word “erasers” (which probably sug¬ 
gests typewriter erasers to us more immediately than fine pumice) to remind us 
that the reason why he is imitating, or alluding to, Propertius, is that Proper¬ 
tius has contemporary relevance. We are to reflect not only that Propertius 
did not want to write war-poetry but that Mr. Pound did not fancy himself 
as a poet of the school of Newbolt and Kipling. 

—“The Poet as Translator,” review of The Translations of Ezra Pound, 
with an Introduction by Hugh Kenner (London, 1953) in Times Literary 
Supplement, London, September 18, 1953, p. 596, by permission of The 
Times 


Upon the highest corner of a large window, there dwelt a certain spider, 
swollen up to the first magnitude by the destruction of infinite numbers of 
flies, whose spoils lay scattered before the gates of his palace, like human bones 
before the cave of some giant. The avenues to his castle were guarded with 
turnpikes and palisadoes, all after the modem way of fortification. ... it 
was the pleasure of fortune to conduct thither a wandering bee, to whose 
curiosity a broken pane in the glass had discovered itself, and in he went; 
where, expatiating a while, he at last happened to alight upon one of the out¬ 
ward walls of the spider’s citadel; which, yielding to the unequal weight, sunk 
down to the very foundation. ... the bee had acquitted himself of his toils, 
and, posted securely at some distance, was employed in cleansing his wings, 
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and disengaging them from the ragged remnants of the cobweb. By this 
time the spider was adventured out, when, beholding the chasms, the ruins, 
and dilapidations of his fortress, he was very near his wit’s end; he stormed 
and swore like a madman, and swelled till he was ready to burst. 

‘Not to disparage myself,’ said he, ‘by the comparison with such a rascal, 
what art thou but a vagabond without house or home, without stock or inher¬ 
itance, born to no possession of your own, but a pair of wings and a drone- 
pipe? Your livelihood is an universal plunder upon nature; a freebooter over 
fields and gardens; and, for the sake of stealing, will rob a nettle as easily as a 
violet. Whereas I am a domestic animal, furnished with a native stock within 
myself. This large castle (to show my improvements in the mathematics) is 
all built with my own hands, and the materials extracted altogether out of my 
own person.’ 

‘I am glad,’ answered the bee, ‘to hear you grant at least that I am come 
honestly by my wings and my voice; for then, it seems, I am obliged to Heaven 
alone for my flights and my music; and Providence would never have be¬ 
stowed on me two such gifts, without designing them for the noblest ends. I 
visit indeed all the flowers and blossoms of the field and the garden; but what¬ 
ever I collect thence enriches myself, without the least injury to their beauty, 
their smell, or their taste. Now, for you and your skill in architecture and 
other mathematics, I have little to say: in that building of yours there might, 
for aught I know, have been labour and method enough; but, by woeful ex¬ 
perience for us both, ’tis too plain, the materials are naught, and I hope you 
will henceforth take warning, and consider duration and matter as well as 
method and art. You boast, indeed, of being obliged to no other creature, but 
of drawing and spinning out all from yourself; that is to say, if we may judge 
of the liquor in the vessel by what issues out, you possess a good plentiful 
store of dirt and poison in your breast; and, though I would by no means lessen 
or disparage your genuine stock of either, yet I doubt you are somewhat 
obliged, for an increase of both, to a little foreign assistance. Your inherent 
portion of dirt does not fail of acquisitions, by sweepings exhaled from below; 
and one insect furnishes you with a share of poison to destroy another. So that, 
in short, the question comes all to this— Whether is the nobler being of the 
two, that which, by a lazy contemplation of four inches round, by an over¬ 
weening pride, feeding and engendering on itself, turns all into excrement and 
venom, producing nothing at all, but flybane and a cobweb; or that which, by 
an universal range, with long search, much study, true judgement, and dis¬ 
tinction of things, brings home honey and wax.’ 

This dispute was managed with such eagerness, clamour, and warmth, 
that the two parties of books, in arms below stood silent a while, waiting in 
suspense what would be the issue, which was not long undetermined: for the 
bee, grown impatient at so much loss of time, fled straight away to a bed of 
roses, without looking for a reply, and left the spider like an orator, collected 
in himself and just prepared to burst out. 

It happened upon this emergency, that Aesop broke silence first. ... he 
. . . swore in the loudest key, that in all his life he had never known two 
cases so parallel and adapt to each other, as that in the window, and this upon 
the shelves. . . . ‘For, pray, gentlemen, was ever anything so modem as the 
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spider, in his air, his turns, and his paradoxes? He argues in the behalf of you 
his brethren and himself, with many boastings of his native stock and great 
genius, that he spins and spits wholly from himself, and scorns to own any 
obligation or assistance from without. Then he displays to you his great skill 
in architecture, and improvement in the mathematics. To all this the bee, as 
an advocate retained by us the Ancients, thinks fit to answer—that, if one may 
judge of the great genius or inventions of the Moderns by what they have 
produced, you will hardly have countenance to bear you out in boasting of 
either. Erect your schemes with as much method and skill as you please; yet 
if the materials be nothing but dirt, spun out of your own entrails (the guts of 
modem brains), the edifice will conclude at last in a cobweb, the duration of 
which, like that of other spiders’ webs, may be imputed to their being forgot¬ 
ten, or neglected, or hid in a comer. For anything else of genuine that the 
Modems may pretend to, I cannot recollect; unless it be a large vein of wran¬ 
gling and satire, much of a nature and substance with the spider’s poison; 
which, however, they pretend to spit wholly out of themselves, is improved 
by the same arts, by feeding upon the insects and vermin of the age. As for us 
the Ancients, we are content with the bee to pretend to nothing of our own, 
beyond our wings and our voice, that is to say, our flights and our language. 
For the rest, whatever we have got, has been by infinite labour and search, and 
ranging through every comer of nature; the difference is that, instead of dirt 
and poison, we have rather chosen to fill our hives with honey and wax, thus 
furnishing mankind with the two noblest of things, which are sweetness and 
light.’ 

—Jonathan Swift, The Battle of the Books, 1704 
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T he strongly biased survey of critical history which forms the 
second part of Benedetto Croce’s Aesthetic probably did a great 
deal to establish the 17th century in the mind of the early 20th 
as the moment of a rhetorical event that had been long overdue—the 
breakdown of the elaborate system of verbal artifice which had endured 
under the name of “rhetoric” from classical times into the Renaissance. 
According to this view, the last and most preposterous phase of classical 
rhetoric occurs during the early 17 th century in such baroque develop¬ 
ments as Gongorism and Marinism on the continent and in the English 
parallel known as “metaphysical wit,” the extravagant ingenuity in meta¬ 
phor, pun, and paradoxical conceit attained by the poets Donne, Herbert, 
and Crashaw, and by such sermon writers as Donne and Andrewes. 
After this phase there was no further scope for the elaboration of orna¬ 
mental rhetoric. The system collapsed. 

Subsequent research has produced a good deal of evidence tending 
to show the part played in England by post-Baconian science and the 
Puritan spirit of economic and practical tidiness in clearing the ground 
for what was conceived as a desirable unification of language and real 
knowledge. Whatever the justice of the Crocean evaluation, it is safe to 
say that the 17th century was a critical period in the long struggle—more 
or less continuous since pre-Platonic times—between the custodians of 
pure idea and pure fact, dialecticians and scientists, on the one hand, and 
on the other, the custodians of the riches of the “word,” grammarians, 
rhetoricians, critics, exegetes. 

A preliminary cause celebre , though probably more symptomatic of 
the main unrest of the age than a sufficient or even a necessary influence 
for the rhetorical events which followed, had been the educational reform 
promoted by the French logician Peter Ramus, whose life work was a 
sustained attack on what he considered the perversions of latter-day 
Aristotelianism. His program included a broad revision of the traditional 
rhetoric, carried out with the assistance of his colleague and special au¬ 
thority in that department, Omer Talon. Among the most influential 
books during the later 16th century and the first half of the 17th century 
in France and England were undoubtedly the now little-known Dia - 
lectique (1555) and Dialecticae Libri Duo (1556) of Ramus and the 
companion Institutiones Oratoriae (1544), in a later version entitled Rhe- 
torica, of Talon. 1 Ancient Stoic philosophers had made a distinction be- 

1 See Wilbur Samuel Howell, “Ramus and English Rhetoric,” Quarterly Journal 
of Speech , XXXVII (October, 1951), 301-2. The date of Talon’s subsidiary work is 
to be explained by the fact that both the Dialectique and Dialecticae Libri Duo 
were condensations of earlier works by Ramus. His Dialecticae Institutiones or Dia¬ 
lecticae Partitiones and his Aristotelicae Aniviadversiones appeared in 1543. See also 
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tween the “closed fist” of dialectic and the “open palm” of rhetoric. 1 * 3 
With Ramus and with his English followers of the 17th century, both 
dialectic and rhetoric came heavily under the “clunchfist” * of method. 

One of the first principles of Ramist reasoning was a clean separation 
of each liberal discipline from every other—with no overlapping. Ramus 
could not tolerate, for instance, the fact that the intellectual activities of 
“invention” and “disposition” had traditionally appeared not only in dia¬ 
lectic (or logic) hut in rhetoric. His revision of the art of rhetoric began 
with a radical reassignment of the anciently established five parts of the 
art of rhetoric—Invention, Disposition, Elocution, Memory, and Deliv¬ 
ery. He took invention, disposition, and memory 4 away from rhetoric 
and gave them securely and univocally to dialectic, leaving to rhetoric 
proper only elocution (that is, style) and delivery. Since the last of 
these is a matter of externalization (the actor’s part), rhetoric proper 
might be conceived as consisting only of style. And that, furthermore, 
was to be a relatively simple style. For everywhere Ramus was a purist 
and simplist. In dialectic he reduced the traditional complexities of “in¬ 
vention” to ten topics or commonplaces of argument, and (under the 
head of distribution) he treated the syllogism only in its most elementary 
forms. 5 In rhetoric he treated style as a repertory of “tropes” and “fig- 
gures,” with greater emphasis on the latter. “Tropes” included what we 
today might call the metaphoric and the ironic qualities of meaning— 
what medieval rhetoricians called “difficult” ornaments. “Figures” were 
various artful or unusual ways of expression—apostrophe, exclamation, 
hesitation, concession, understatement and the like, and also various repet¬ 
itive or echoing patterns of words (“turns,” as Dryden would later call 
them)—all these being the “easy” ornaments of the medieval rhetorician. 
There were (and are) of course rather close ties—of ironic and meta¬ 
phoric insinuation—between the “tropes” of such a system and the “fig¬ 
ures.” But Ramist rhetoric did not reach the levels of analysis where 
such connections might have been discussed. 

One striking feature of this rhetorical situation lay in the close re¬ 
lation of poetry , as Ramus saw it, both to rhetoric and to dialectic. The 
Ramist dialectic was implicitly the Platonic anti-rhetoric of the Phaedrus 
returning against the long successful Aristotelian answer. The main plea 
was for a revitalized dialectic, a more direct and intuitive union of mind 

P. A. Duhamel, ‘The Logic and Rhetoric of Peter Ramus,” Modem Philology , XLVI 

(February, 1949), 163-171. 

3 Cicero, Orator XXXII. “Zeno qmdem die a quo disciplma Stoicorum est menu 
demonstrate solebat quid inter bos artis inter esset; nam cum compresserat digit os 
pugnumque fecerat, dialecticam aiebat ehismodi esse; cum autem deduxerat et 
manum ddataverat, palmae illius smulem eloquentiam esse dicebat” Cf . ante Chapter 4. 

8 See Oxford English Dictionary , s.v. clunchfist : “1662 Fuller Worthies I, 189, 
The Clunch-fist of Logick (good to knock a man down at a blow).** 

4 Duhamel, loc. ctt., p. 164, n. 12. 

•Duhamel, pp. 166, 169. 
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with “argument/’ the steady unfolding of natural and concrete implica¬ 
tions and of necessary and logically compelling dichotomies—without 
the interference of deductive abstraction (the “false secondary power by 
which we multiply distinctions”). 0 Ramism had a strong leaning toward 
the immediacy and warmth of the poetic argument. It conceived an 
“argument” not as a statement or series of statements, but simply as any 
term, idea, image, or quality—any thing, in short, when seen in the light 
of some significance. 6 7 The system was strongly “practical” in that it 
stressed example more than theory. Both in their dialectical and in their 
rhetorical works the Ramists freely adduced examples from the poets. 
The Lawiers Logike (1588) of Abraham Fraunce, translated and digested 
from Ramus’s Dialecticae Libri Duo , uses, side by side, illustrations from 
English law and from Spenser’s Shepheardes Calendar. A companion voL- 
ume, Frauncc’s Arcadian Rhetorike , translated from Talon’s Rhetorica , 
is in effect a rich anthology of examples from Homer, Virgil, Sidney, 
Spenser, Tasso, Du Bartas, and other continental poets. 8 Sidney’s Arca¬ 
dian figures became standard Ramist rhetorical illustrations in England. 

Sidney’s Arcadian rhetoric is likely to seem florid enough to a 20th- 
century reader. A recent close analysis of this rhetoric has, however, 
suggested its rather heavy dependence on certain devices of word order 
(figures or schemes —such as isocolon, parenthesis, anaphora, antithesis) 
rather than on the metaphoric and ironic range of the tropes . In short, 
Sidney’s rhetoric was what would have been called by a medieval writer 
in the Ad Herennium tradition a rhetoric of “easy ornaments.” 0 An¬ 
other Elizabethan style which would have been called “easy” in the same 
tradition was that of Lyly in his Euphues , no matter how great its modem 
reputation for artificiality. The dominant artifice of Euphuism was struc¬ 
tural (in parallel, antithesis, and transverse alliteration), and its numerous 
images, far fetched though they were from natural history and myth, 
were seldom truly metaphoric, seldom ironic or in any way subtle. The 
fact that Stephen Gosson (the Puritan enemy of poetry) wrote in a 
Euphuistic style which was more elaborate than that of the courtier 
Sidney, who was provoked, perhaps by Gosson himself, to the Defence 
of Poesie , constitutes a paradoxical crisscross which well illustrates the 
concrete complexity of the historic situation. 1 But this is perhaps only a 

6 Wordsworth, Prelude II, 214-17. 

7 P. A. Duhamel, “Milton’s Alleged Ramism,” PMLA , LXVII (December, 1952), 
1035-53- Cf. Rosemond Tuve, “Imagery and Logic: Ramus and Metaphysical Po¬ 
etics," JHl , III (October, 1942), 383-4. 

8 Howell, loc . cit p. 305. See The Arcadian Rhetorike by Abraham Fraunce , 
ed. E. Seaton, Oxford, 1950. Cf. Thomas Blount, Academie of Eloquence , 1654. 

°P. A. Duhamel, “Sidney’s Arcadia and Elizabethan Rhetoric,” SP, XLV (April, 
1948), 134-150. 

1 Comparable crosscurrents appear in antiquity. Stoics of the third century b.c. 
hold the doctrine of the logos, the creative word, yet favor plain style, the closed 
fist. Seneca the Younger champions philosophy but holds for the union of eloquence 
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facet of the larger paradox that the technically simplified rhetoric pro¬ 
moted by Ramus and Talon, the “Arcadian” rhetoric, should soon come 
to be taken as the very embodiment of rhetorical floridity.' The explana¬ 
tion of this latter fact lies in the principle that a pure rhetoric (that is, 
a rhetoric of elocution detached from invention and disposition of style 
detached from sense), no matter how simplified or restricted, is inevi¬ 
tably an excessive and artificial rhetoric. Far more “difficult writers 
than either Lyly or Sidney—Shakespeare, for instance, or Donne— 
employ the whole range of both figures and tropes without being 
“flowery.” 

The Ramist reshuffling of the three intrinsic parts of ancient rhet¬ 
oric—invention, disposition, and elocution—that is, the translation of 
the term “rhetoric” from a name embracing all three of these parts to a 
name of merely the third, was a procedure of highly ambiguous import. 
It might mean, on the one hand, that a person decided: “Invention and 
disposition, the two substantial sinews of argument, are really parts of 
logic. Rhetoric in fact is mainly logic. What good rhetoric wants is a 
severe and honest style of adherence to argument. The elocution is the 
trimmings—or the clippings. Save them who will.” This in fact was the 
kind of 17th-century thinking represented in the aphorism of Pascal, 
“La mate eloquence se moque de Feloquence” J and no less in the plain- 
ish, anti-metaphysical, anti-baroque style which in England during the 
third quarter of the century would appear in pulpit eloquence, in the 
scientific writing of the Royal Society, and even in literary prose, for 
instance, in the lucidly conversational idiom of Dryden. 

But at the same time, a person caught in the consequences of the 
Ramist rhetoric and logic might conceivably entertain a different train 
of reflections, somewhat as follows: “The art of rhetoric, as distinct 
from philosophy and science, has after all been always a matter essen¬ 
tially of style. Leaving the content and structure of argument, therefore, 
to the logician, the scientist, the theologian, let me discuss rhetoric in its 
pure form, that of the figures and tropes and of external pronunciation.” 
And this in fact is what may be heard in many places. Professor Perry 
Miller quotes the following Commencement theses on rhetoric proposed 
at Harvard College during the latter part of the 17th century. 


and wisdom. Quintilian champions rhetoric against philosophy, but writes, and 
argues for, a plainish style. The same ambiguous allegiance in the contest between 
rhetoric and tninking is shown in the Ciceronian mean between Asianism and At¬ 
ticism and the later development of the Silver Latin or Senccan curtly brilliant 
artifice. Cf. ante Chapter 4. 

2 Cf. ante Chapter 6, p. 103, n. 4. 

3 Pensees VII, 34. Cf. Montaigne, “Le parler que faime , e'est tm parler simple 
et naifj tel sur le papier qu’d la bouche . . .” ( Essais , I, xxvi). Cf. the statements 
of Nashe, Puttenham and Jonson, quoted by F. W. Bateson, English Poetry and the 
English Language (Oxford, 1934)1 P- 39- 








22 6 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 

Rhetoric differs as a species from logic. 

The principal constituents of rhetoric are elocution and pro¬ 
nunciation. 

Elocution is the place of the flowers of rhetoric, pronunciation 
the expiration of the odors. 4 

Whichever way one interpreted the Ramist mandate, a serious cleavage 
in the art of verbal expression was the result. The new Platonic philos¬ 
ophy, like the old, was the enemy of a kind of verbal power which, 
whatever its relation to science or philosophy, is close to the interests of 
both oratory and poetry. In Roman classical times the complaint of 
Gcero, the champion of eloquence, against Socrates, the dialectician, was 
that the latter had succeeded in dividing the mind and the tongue, the 
man who knew from the man who spoke. In a strikingly parallel fashion 
a modem professor of public speaking (Professor Wilbur S. Howell of 
Princeton) looks back on the reform effected by Ramus and reports: 

. . it tended to separate the investigative responsibilities of speakers 
and writers from their presentational responsibilities ... as if one set 
of men could do the thinking for society, and quite another set, the 
speaking.” 5 


II 

During the latter half of the 17th century, re-enforcements to plain-style 
philosophy from Cartesian and empirically scientific quarters largely 
took over the program. At least it is true that in England the scientific 
was the most obvious influence upon literary men and is the most easily 
described. The contrast between the baroque, Brownian way of writing 
and the new severe scientific style may be conveniently shown in a pas¬ 
sage which Joseph Glanvill, author of the Cartesian and anti-Aristote¬ 
lian Vanity of Dogmatizing, 1661, revised for a version of that work 
which appeared after his admission to the Royal Society. In 1661 Glan- 
ville was no doubt proud of the following: 

4 Perry Miller, The New England Mind (New York, 1939), p. 323. 

6 W. S. Howell, loc . cit, } pp. 309-10. Professor Howell adds that at that moment 
in history “social pressures were at work to bring these responsibilities together.” 
“Talaeus r s rhetoric, with its exclusive emphasis upon these routines [tropes and 
figures, voice and gesture], had increasingly less and less to say to the brave young 
science of the seventeenth century, whereas that science meanwhile wanted nothing 
so much as a theory of communication suitable to the transfer of experimental 
knowledge from scientist to scientist and from scientist to public.” For the reasons 
indicated above, we suggest that the system of Ramus taken as a whole made its 
own contribution toward the development of the plain scientific style and even 
more toward that of the plain preaching style. Cf. Miller, op. cit. } Ch. XII, “The 
Plain Style;” Walter J. Ong, “Peter Ramus and the Naming of Methodism,” JHl t 
XIV, 2 (April 1953), pp. 235-48. 
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If after a decoction of hearts in a Winter-night, we expose the 
liquor to the frigid air; we may observe in the morning under 
a crust of Ice, the perfect appearance both in figure , and colour , 
of the Plants that were taken from it. But if we break the aque¬ 
ous Crystal , those pretty images dis-appear and are present [lyj 
dissolved. Now these airy Vegetables are presumed to have 
been made, by the reliques of these plantal emissions whose 
avolation was prevented by the condensed inclosure . And there¬ 
fore playing up and down for a while within their liquid prison, 
they at last settle together in their natural order, and the Atomes 
of each part finding out their proper place, at length rest in 
their methodical Situation, till by breaking the Ice they are dis¬ 
turbed, and those counterfeit compositions are scatter’d into 
their first Indivisibles. 6 

But in 1676: 

. . . after a decoction of Herbs in a frosty Night, the shape of 
the Plants will appear under the Ice in the Morning: which 
Images are supposed to be made by the congregated Effluvia of 
the Plants themselves, which loosly wandring up and down in 
the Water, at last settle in their natural place and order, and so 
make up an appearance of the Herbs from whence they were 
emitted. 7 

The Royal Society too inspired the most resolute effort of the age to 
reduce natural language to the abstractness, regularity, and reliability of 
mathematical symbols, a basic English and symbolic logic of that age. 
This was Bishop John Wilkins* Essay Towards a Real Character and a 
Philosophical Language , 1668—a system of “integral” and “particle” 
shorthand that proved far too cryptic to be manageable. 8 And again, the 
Royal Society, in its History (1667), written by a literary and religious 
man, the biographer of the poet Cowley, Bishop Thomas Sprat, gives 
us one of the age’s most unvarnished statements concerning what was 
conceived as the ideal relation between things and words: 

6 Vanity of Dogmatizing, 1661, p. 46. Cf. R. F. Jones et aL, The Seventeenth 
Century (Stanford, 1951), pp. 89-93. The five essays of Professor Jones reprinted in 
this volume are pioneer investigations of first importance to the theme pursued in 
this chapter. 

1 Essays, 1676, p. 11. The second and largely unrevised edition of Glanville’s 
Vanity, published in 1664 and entitled Scepsis Scientifica, contains a dedicatory 
“Address to the Royal Society” in which he makes an advance announcement of 
his change of heart about style. In his Essay Concerning Preaching, 1688, he was to 
say: “Plainness is a character of great latitude and stands in opposition, First to hard 
•words: Secondly, to deep and mysterious notions: Thirdly, to affected Rhetoricians: 
and Fourthly, to Phantastical Phrases ” (Spingam, II, 273). 

8 Cf. Francis Christensen, “John Wilkins and the Royal Society’s Reform of 
Prose Style,” MLQ, VII (1946), 179-87* *79~9<>. 
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They have therefore been most rigorous in putting in execu¬ 
tion, the only Remedy, that can be found for this extravagance: 
and that has been, a constant Resolution, to reject all the ampli¬ 
fications, digressions, and swellings of style: to return back to 
the primitive purity, and shortness, when men deliver’d so 
many things , almost in an equal number of words. They have 
exacted from all their members, a close, naked, natural way of 
speaking: positive expressions; clear senses; a native easiness: 
bringing all things as near the Mathematical plainess, as they 
can. 0 

The later burlesque version of this idea!, in the Third Book of Gulliver’s 
Travels , during the visit to the scientific Academy of Lagado, conveys 
very well the implications to which a literary man was bound to object. 

The other project was a scheme for entirely abolishing all 
words whatsoever, and this was urged as a great advantage in 
point of health as well as brevity. ... An expedient was there¬ 
fore offered, that since words are only names for things, it 
would be more convenient for all men to carry about them such 
things as were necessary to express the particular business they 
are to discourse on. . . . many of the most learned and wise 
adhere to the new scheme of expressing themselves by things. 1 

Words and things, res et verba , was a theme which had come echoing 
down rhetorical corridors since the days of the Ciceronian ratio et oratio 
and Quintilian’s Cur am ergo verborum rerum volo solicitudin.m esse . 2 
But the 17th-century preoccupation with the theme laid a new emphasis 
on the naked “thing.” The words they would somehow get around. 
“Few words are best when once we go a-Maying.” 


Ill 

Such depreciation of the word had intimate connections with a simul¬ 
taneous decline in respect for something which was then usually called 
“wit,” and which we may describe approximately as the inventive or 
imaginative side either of poetic writing or of pulpit eloquence. (In the 
latter sphere, the root of the matter was supposed to be the religious 
quality of “enthusiasm.” This inspired vain imagination and was 

9 History of the Royal Society , 1667, p. 112. . . and preferring the language 

of Artizans, Countryman, and Merchants, before that, of Wits, or Scholars.” Con¬ 
trast the views of Dry den described ante Chapter 11. 

1 Gulliver's Travels , Book Three, Chapter 5, Section 4. 

3 See the excellent discussion of the 17th-century situation by A. C. Howell, 
"Res et Verba: Words and Things,” ELH y XIIL (June, 1946), 131-42. 


229 Rhetoric and Neo-Classic Wit 

equally to be mistrusted. 8 ) The history of the highly indigenous term 
and concept “wit” in 17th-century England was a disguised double 
progress, both a shifting in the value normally attributed to poetry and 
an accommodative shifting in the definition of a term so rich with value 
associations that it could only by a violent wrench of speaking habits 
have been abandoned. Let us conceive “wit,” 4 a term which etymologi¬ 
cally means the faculty of knowing in general (with either mind or 
senses) and which about the time of Shakespeare comes to mean smart 
knowing, joking, or repartee, invention or ingenuity, and even poetic 
keenness or fancy. Then, as the idea of ingenuity, the metaphysical 
discordia concors , becomes for a time more firmly attached to the idea 
of poetry, “wit” in the days of Cowley and the youthful Dryden comes 
to be almost equivalent to poetry itself or to the main principle of poetry. 
It is almost synonymous with ‘‘imagination” and “fancy.” It is defined 
analytically as the faculty of seeing difficult resemblances between 
largely unlike objects—and in practice it is the enforcement of such re¬ 
semblances by all the verbal resources available. At this juncture, how¬ 
ever, arises the complication of a growing philosophical and scientific 
stress on the desirability, not of conceiving resemblances between things 
(too much of that, on slender grounds, in the poets and orators already), 
but of discerning differences. In short, an emphasis on analysis rather 
than synthesis. And the faculty of analysis is called, in distinction from 
“wit,” “judgment.” Classical notions of decorum and fitness to nature 
are highly compatible with this philosophic “judgment.” For a time phi¬ 
losophy (or science) and neo-classical humanism walk evenly together. 

Bacon had described the two powers—that of perceiving resem¬ 
blances and that of perceiving differences—in the Latin of his Novum 
Organum (I, 55) without recourse to either of the terms “wit” or 
“judgment.” And it may be well if we try to think of those powers, or 
the concepts of them, taken neutrally, as relatively stable concepts be¬ 
hind a considerable activity of the term “wit,” an effort as it were on 
the part of that agile term to keep up with the center of value which 
not only in philosophy but in poetry was shifting from the pole of 
imagination or seeing resemblances to that of judgment or seeing dif¬ 
ferences. “Imagination” and “fancy” had to stay more or less on one 
side of the polarity, and so did “judgment.” But “wit,” because of 
its near synonymity with “poetry,” had to move as the implicit con¬ 
cept of good poetry moved. It is only thus that one can explain, from 

3 Donald F. Bond, “ ‘Distrust’ of Imagination in English Neo-Classicism,” PQ, 
XIV (1935), 54-69; George Williamson, “The Restoration Revolt Against Enthusi¬ 
asm,” SP, XXX (October, 1933), 571-603. 

* Sec W. L. Ustick and H. H. Hudson, “Wit, ‘Mixc Wit,* and the Bee in Amber” 
Huntington Library Bulletin, VIII (October, 1935)1 103-30; Murray W. Bundy, 
“Wit,” in Dictionary of World Literature, ed. Joseph T. Shipley (New York, 1943). 
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the inside as it were, the successive uses of the term “wit” by single 
writers, like Dryden or Hobbes. In the Preface to his Annus Mirabilis y 
1 666, Dryden says: 

Wit 'writing ... is no other than the faculty of imagination 
in the writer, which, like a nimble spaniel, beats over and 
ranges through the field of memory . . . , Wit 'written is . . . 
the happy result of thought, or product of imagination. 5 * 

In his Defence of the Epilogue, 1672, we find him canvassing a double 
definition of “wit.” There is “wit in the stricter sense, that is, sharpness 
of conceit,” a thing which Ben Jonson’s comedy of “humour” does 
not have. At the same time: 

Ben Johnson . . . always writ properly, and as the character 
required*, and I will not contest farther with my friends who 
call that wit; it being very certain, that even folly itself, well 
represented, is wit in a larger signification. 0 

Then later, in the Apology for Heroic Poetry , 1677, we find Dryden 
completely embracing the tamer alternative. 

' ... the definition of Wit ... is only this: that it is a propriety 
of thoughts and words; or, in other terms, thought and words 
elegantly adapted to the subject. 7 

As Dryden’s courtly friend the Earl of Mulgrave put it in his Essay 
Upon Poetry , 1682: 

’tis the top of wit 
T’express agreeably a thing that’s fit. 8 

The epistemological groundswell which accounts for this dancing of the 
literary coracles may be seen very well in the philosophers Hobbes and 
Locke. Chapter VIII of Hobbes’s Leviathan furnishes the following com¬ 
plicated, if not self-contradictory, instance of the mid-century commo¬ 
tion among the ideas associated with the term “wit.” To make it easier 
to trace the activity of the term in this passage, we present what appear 
to be the crucial statements in a numbered list: 

5 Ker 1 ,14. Even at this date, Dryden, who had already outgrown his own meta¬ 
physical period (that of the verses lamenting the death of Lord Hastings), was in¬ 
clined to view imagination as a faculty that needed restraint. Cf. the parallel image 
of the spaniel in the Epistle Dedicatory of The Rival Ladies , 1664. “For imagination 
in a poet is a faculty so wild and lawless that like an high-ranging spaniel, it must 
have clogs tied to it, lest it outrun the judgment” (Ker I, 8). 

e Ker 1,172. 

7 Ker I, 190 

8 Spingam II. 294. 
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1. Naturall Wit, consisteth principally in two things; Celerity of 
Imagining , (that is, swift succession of one thought to another;) 
and steddy direction to some approved end. . . . 

2. Those that observe their similitudes, in case they be such as 
are but rarely observed by others, are sayd to have a Good Wit; 
by which, in this occasion, is meant a Good Fancy . But they that 
observe their differences, and dissimilitudes; which is called Dis¬ 
tinguishing , and Discerning , and Judging between thing and 
thing; in case such discerning be not easie, are said to have good 
Judgement . ... 

3. In a good Poem, whether it be Epique or Dramatique; as 
also in Sonnets , Epigrams , and other Pieces, both Judgement 
and Fancy are required: But the Fancy must be more eminent; 
because they please for the Extravagancy; but ought not to dis¬ 
please by Indiscretion. 

4. In a good History, the Judgement must be eminent. . . . 
Fancy has no place, but onely in adorning the stile. In Orations 
of Prayse, and in Invectives, the Fancy is predominant. . . . 

5. And in any Discourse whatsoever, if the defect of Discretion 
be apparent, how extravagant soever the Fancy be, the whole dis¬ 
course will be taken for a signe of want of wit; and so will it 
never when the Discretion is manifest, though the Fancy be 
never so ordinary. . . . 

6. Judgement therefore without Fancy is Wit, but Fancy with¬ 
out Judgement not. 

In the following passages from Locke’s Essay Concerning Human 
Under standing (1690) the clear reference of the term “wit” to a faculty 
of seeing resemblances is a reversion to earlier usage, but the spirit is 
none the less Hobbesian and anti-rhetorical; the role assigned to “wit” 
is not complimentary. 

For wit lying most in the assemblage of ideas, and putting those 
together with quickness and variety, wherein can be found any 
resemblance or congruity, thereby to make up pleasant pictures 
and agreeable visions in the fancy; Judgment , on the contrary, 
lies quite on the other side, in separating carefully, one from an¬ 
other, ideas wherein can be found the least difference, thereby to 
avoid being misled by similitude.—II, xi 

Since wit and fancy find easier entertainment in the world than 
dry truth and real knowledge, figurative speeches and allusion 
in language will hardly be admitted as an imperfection or abuse 
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of it. I confess, in discourses where we seek rather pleasure and 
delight than information and improvement, such ornaments as 
are borrowed from them can scarce pass for faults. But yet if 
we would speak of things as they arc, we must allow that all the 
art of rhetoric, besides order and clearness; all the artificial and 
figurative application of words eloquence hath invented, arc for 
nothing else but to insinuate wrong ideas, move the passions, 
and thereby mislead the judgment; and so indeed are perfect 
cheats. . . . —III, x 

In one of his Spectator essays on “wit,” No. 62, Joseph Addison, 
making some parade of acquaintance with the first of these passages from 
Locke, is confident that this, rather than Drydcn’s later equation of wit 
with propriety, is the correct account. Unlike Locke, Addison starts with 
the assumption that “wit” is a term of honor, but his approval is ingen¬ 
iously qualified. With his introduction of the categories “False Wit” (con¬ 
sisting merely in resemblance between words—as in puns, anagrams, 
rhymes, acrostics, figure poems and the like) and “Mixed Wit” (con¬ 
sisting partly in resemblance between words and partly in resemblance 
between ideas—as, for example, in the “flames” and “ardors” of love in 
Cowley’s Mistress 9 ) Addison leans very heavily toward the side of 
“judgment.” He gives us, within a metaphysical and neoclassical frame 
of reference, a shrewd enough anticipation of a technical question that 
in our own day has been much more urgently brought to the fore: To 
what extent and in what way is the auditory intimation of metaphoric 
insight a respectable poetic procedure? More directly: Isn’t it true that 
poetry flourishes on puns? And how can this be defended? 

The 17th-century campaign against imagination is sometimes said to 
have been directed against the extravagant or licentious use of that 
faculty or only against its use in certain places—in sermons, for example, 
or in scientific papers. And often enough attacks on imagination did in¬ 
clude provisos that the author did not mean to censure the appearance 
of imagination in poetry, its native and appropriate place. The passage 
which we have quoted above from Hobbes might be put under this head. 

9 The conceits in Cowley’s Mistress to which Addison refers—the cold eyes of 
the mistress as burning glasses, the secret message read by the flame of love—may 
well strike a modem reader as less clear examples of the pun than many in Donne 
or Herbert. We suggest that the punning effect of the Cowleyan conceit comes about 
as follows: An expression at some time metaphorical, such as “flame” of love, lapses 
into cliche; it becomes an entrenched and firmly authorized—-though not an intensely 
realized—meaning. In a final stage, “flame” of love comes to mean something quite 
unrelated to “flame” of combustion, and one need not think at all of the latter when 
referring to the former. Then occurs the extravagant re-realization or galvanization 
of the original metaphoric sense through the Cowleyan conceit (reading a message 
by the flame of love), and the very extravagance of the realization, or testing, of the 
dormant metaphor suggests that Cowley has taken unfair advantage of an authori¬ 
tative clich6 metaphor—or perhaps of a mere phonetic accident—“flame 1 ” and 
“flame 2 .” 
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There were even active defenses of poetic imagination by literary men. 1 
But so pervasive a change in epistemological assumptions and in norms 
of prose communication as that which we have been discussing could 
scarcely take place without affecting the adjacent art of poetry. Even 
nowadays, with all our revival of respect for Augustan English poetry, 
we hardly dispute the view that this was more regularly ordered, more 
restrained, decorous, and prima facie a more prosaic, mode of com¬ 
position than Metaphysical or Elizabethan poetry. There is that much 
truth in the now discredited statement of Matthew Arnold that “Dryden 
and Pope are classics of our prose.” 

On the other hand, there is a peculiar sense in which Augustan 
practice, more than theory, escaped the rigor of the scientific mood. The 
achievement of Dryden and Pope was that they used the guise of an 
apparently level and rationalized, even prosaic, discourse to accomplish 
poetic expression of a certain character. Though Pope’s imaginative forces 
may seem somewhat soberly drawn up and cautiously limited to the 
obvious, the ordered parallels and contrasts of his verse have their own 
way of framing and forcing implicit metaphoric alignments and ironic 
confrontations. Pope and Dryden and no less Swift (whose insidiously 
plain prose may be taken as a counterpart of the Augustan prosaic verse) 
are the grand rhetoriqueurs of the close of an age of rhetoric that had 
its antecedents in classical antiquity. Pope’s verse stands near the end 
of the tradition, not as an instance of decline, but as the most intense 
neo-classic realization of the verbal artifice described in Aristotle’s Rhet¬ 
oric 2 and the socially idiomatic nicety intimated by Horace. 

The age of Pope witnessed a strange lag between poetry and 
theory—a success for poetry which consisted in its being a hundred 
year's behind the most advanced theory. The numerous and varied figures 
(mixed wit and false wit), antithesis, metaphor, pun and quasi-pun, 
Gothic rhyme, alliteration, turn, tranlacer, and agnomination, which ac¬ 
tually mark the highly artful poetry of Alexander Pope, are scarcely 
alluded to in the reigning poetic treatise of his day, the Art of Poetry 
by Edward Bysshe. 3 In his burlesque critical work Peri Bathous , or of 
the Art of Sinking in Poetry , Pope himself betrays a decided relish for 
ridiculing the figures. For an enthusiastic account of many of the Popcan 
figures and the specific recommendation of them as poetic techniques 
we must go back as far as the Elizabethans, to Fraunce’s Arcadian 
Rhetorike , for instance, or to Puttenham’s quaintly phrased repertoire: 

1 See the articles by Donald F. Bond and George Williamson cited ante p. 229. 

2 Cf. ante Chapter 4, p. 70. For an account of the rhetoric involved in Pope’s 
“jpoetry of statement,” sec Maynard Mack, “Wit and Poetry and Pope: Some Observa¬ 
tions on His Imagery,” in Pope and his Contemporaries , Essays Presented to George 
Sberbum (Oxford, 1949), pp. 20-40. 

3 Bysshe’s Art appeared first in 1701 and went through numerous edition dur¬ 
ing Pope’s lifetime. 
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Mezozeugma, or the Middlemarcher 
Sillcpsis, or the double supply 
Parison, or the figure of even 
Traductio, or the tranlacer 
Antitheton, or the quareller 
Ploche, or the doubler 
Ironia, or the drie mock 
Meiosis, or the disabler 
Micterismus, or the fleering frumpe 
Charientismus, or the privie nippe 

(“These be souldiers to the figure allegoria 
and fight under the banner of dissimu¬ 
lation.”) 

Paradoxon, or the wonderer 
Synecdoche, or the figure of quick conceit 
Noema, or the figure of close conceit 4 

But even Puttenham, with his uneven collection of jokes and conceits 
and the theoretical hints which he musters to introduce them, falls far 
short of providing anything like an adequate rationale of either Renais¬ 
sance or Augustan poems of any sort. The significance of Puttenham 
is that he testifies to a climate of ideas in which the poetic relevance of 
these rhetorical and conversational, ironic and jesting, artifices was safely 
to be assumed. 


IV 

But we have reached a point in our account of wit and rhetoric in the 
neo-classic age where some expansion of that theme is needed. A con¬ 
sideration of so important a figure as Alexander Pope requires, for one 
thing, the re-introduction into our argument and the reaccentuation of 
the theme of classical “imitation.” Pope’s most ambitious critical work, 
his verse Essay on Criticism , is written squarely in the tradition of the 
Horatian Ars Poetica . It is thus an “imitation” of a literary genre com¬ 
plicated by the fact that literary theory itself is the theme of the work 
to be executed. Let us dwell on this point momentarily by asserting that 
a literary theory which operates as an influence on the writing of a poem 
ought to be distinguished more often than perhaps it is from a literary 
theory which manages to appear in the poem itself. And both of these 
ought to be distinguished from yet a third thing, the theory which is 
unified with a work by being really exemplified or carried out in that 
work. Pope’s Essay shows marked relations to the literary theory in all 

4 Atkins, English Criticism , II, 157, believes that the extensive treatment of the 
figures in Puttenham’s Arte argues a date of composition hefore 1570. 
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three ways. He is not only influenced by the tradition and clearly enough 
bent on talking about the tradition, but he is at the same time exemplifying 
it—for he is writing a classical poem, an example of the Horatian Ars , 
and an example which succeeds by its classical brilliance. The reason 
for the relative inferiority of the most celebrated 16th-century Italian 
re-enactment of Horace, the De Arte Poetica of Vida, is that Vida was 
not enough of a poet to bring it off. He knew the rules very well, but 
apparently not what they meant. And so his poem is memorable mostly 
for a few of its echoes of Horace 5 and for its forthright nationalistic ad¬ 
vice about plundering the Greek classics and worshiping Virgil. 6 Boileau’s 
Art Poetique, 1674, had been a far more amusing expansion of Aristotle 
and Horace to encompass the several genres—epic, tragedy, comedy, pas¬ 
toral, elegy, ode, sonnet, epigram, rondeau, ballade, madrigal, satire, 
“vaudeville”—which were countenanced by French classicism. This poem 
exhibited a certain interesting Gallic bias, as of classicism nationalized, and 
a nicely reasonable wit. The clean Horatian and Aristotelian ring of 
Boileau’s formulas and their occasional satiric sting created his own kind 
of authority. 

La montagne en travail enfante une souris. Ill, 274 

Qiten savantes legons votre muse fertile 

Partout joigne au plaisant le solide et Futile. IV, 87-8 

Pour me tirer des pleurs, il faut que vous pleuriez. Ill, 142 

Mais dam Fart dangereux de rimer et cf ecrire, 

11 iFest point de degres du mediocre au pire. IV, 31-2 

Toutefois aux grands coeurs donnez quelques foiblesses. 

Ill, 104 

Conservez d chacun son propre caractere. Ill, 112 

11 rFest point de serpent ni de monstre odieux y 

Qui , par Fart imite , ne puisse plaire aux yeux. Ill, 1 

Aimez done la raison —I, 37 

Que la nature done soit votre etude unique , 

Auteurs qui pretendez aux honneurs du comique . Ill, 359 

Quelque sujet qiCon traite , ou plaisant, ou sublime , 

Que toujours le bon sens Faccorde avec la rime. I, 27-8 

Un sot trouve toujours un plus sot qui Fadmire. I, 232 

5 See, for instance, I, 40 (Atque tuis prudens germs elige vtribus aptum)\ III, 
459-60 (Non totenn snbito praeceps secura per urban Camiina vulgabit ). 

6 Cf. ante Chapter 9, p. 161. 
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The highly finished resumes of classical norms, the jokes against the uni¬ 
versal enemy, stupidity, the keen moral maxims, are bound to elicit ad¬ 
miration. Boileau’s flash was followed within a few years by a series of 
similar efforts on the part of the English courtly critics, the “mob of 
gentlemen who wrote with ease”: Rochester’s Allusion to the Tenth 
Satire of Horace (in which Dryden is treated like the archaic crude poet 
Lucilius), 1680; Mulgrave’s Essay upon Poetry , 1682; and Roscommon’s 
translation of Horace’s Ars and his Essay on Translated Verse , 1684. In 
Pope’s day appeared the Essay on Unnatural Flights in Poetry by George 
Granville, 1701, Samuel Wesley’s Epistle to a Friend , 1700, and other 
more or less lame instances of the genre. After Pope’s precocious sum¬ 
mation had appeared in 1711 there was nothing further for Englishmen 
to say in this area. By the title of this poem, not An Essay on Poetry but 
An Essay on. Criticism , Pope appears to stand apart from the tradition 
in a new perspective. He appears to be raising the Art of Poetry to the 
second power. In actuality the notion of “criticism,” when scrutinized, 
very readily becomes transparent, focussing telescopically on the more 
concrete matter of poetry itself, so that much of what Pope says is ac¬ 
tually De Arte Poetica . At the same time his poem is never without the 
interest of a certain shimmer upon the surface through the implied di¬ 
mension of criticism of criticism. The First Part of the poem, after the 
introductory wit, making the critic’s job no less risky, responsible, and 
comically vulnerable than the poet’s, 

’Tis hard to say, if greater want of skill 

Appear in writing or in judging ill, 1-2 

dwells on the theme of universal nature and the ancient models, sliding 
from that easily at the end to social observation upon the deplorable li¬ 
cense of the last age. The Second Part enumerates causes of bad criticism, 
of which the greatest number are moral and psychological—pride, par¬ 
tisanship, snobbery, fashion, and the like (“Whatever nature has in worth 
denied, She gives in large recruits of needful pride”). But one of these 
causes—the bad habit of judging mere details, wit, diction, and verse, 
instead of whole poetic achievements—is of a very technical and ob¬ 
jective sort. Thfe discussion of it contains the heart of practical criticism 
in the Essay . The Third Part of the Essay is a history of the norms re¬ 
flected in the first two parts, a recital of the great names of criticism— 
Aristotle, Horace, Quintilian, Longinus (who “is himself the great sub¬ 
lime he draws”), Boileau, Roscommon, and lastly, with a concluding ded¬ 
ication, Pope’s boyhood monitor and promoter, the English gentleman 
critic, William Walsh. It was he who had repeatedly given Pope the ad¬ 
vice that the last accomplishment left for an English poet was to be not 
only “great” but “correct.” 
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V 

The theme of the present chapter is verbal rhetoric, but another theme 
of Pope’s Essay, the prominent if elusive idea of “nature,” claims some 
emphasis here, for Pope’s main statement about rhetoric will turn out to 
be a prescription for some kind of improving conjunction or comple¬ 
mentary interaction between the “wit” of rhetoric and the “nature” it 
deals with. 

“Nature” (the object of artistic imitation) has for Pope three main 
features. First, Nature is a Platonic and Stoic universal order and superior 
reality: 

First follow Nature, and your judgment frame 
By her just standard, which is still the same. 

Unerring NATURE, still divinely bright, 

One clear, unchang’d, and universal light. 

—68—71 

Secondly, Nature, the universal order, assimilates readily with man’s ef¬ 
fort to enforce or increase that order in his own affairs—that is, with his 
civilization and all its parts, his cities, institutions, businesses, and recrea¬ 
tions. Pope’s nature is the nature not only of Windsor Forest but of 
Hampton, Stowe, Twickenham, Drury Lane, Button’s, and Grubstreet. 
It is the nature of socially ordered human conduct. Its antithesis is ec¬ 
centricity or hyper-individualism. Another kind of nature, that known 
best to Rousseau and Wordsworth (“I heard a thousand blended notes, 
while in a grove I sate reclined . . .”) was, to be sure, already well on 
the way in Pope’s age. There are traces of it, primitivistic gleams, in 
Pope’s Essay on Man . But it was not yet an open standard for poetry. 
That standard, and with it a hostile spotlight on the contrary element of 
civilization, was to come only after Pope’s day—though not long after. 
Pope “stuck to describing modem manners wrote Joseph Warton in 
1782, “but these manners , because they are familiar, uniform , artificial , 
and polished , are, in their very nature unfit for any lofty effort of the 
Muse.” 7 

Thirdly, Pope’s idea of nature has the distinction of residing in a 
state of great harmony with the idea of the classical models. No other 
poet or theorist has expressed the reconciliation of these threateningly 
twin standards 8 —the rivals, modem reason and classic authority—with 
such persuasive aplomb. 

7 Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope (London, 1808), II, 401-3. 

8 Homage to classical models, as we have already noticed, did not disable the 
theory of cultural cycles among the Augustans—that as Roman literature has been 
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Nature and Homer were, he found, the same.—135 

Those RULES of old discover’d, not devis’d. 

Are Nature still, but Nature methodiz’d.—88-9 

Still green with bays each ancient Altar stands, 

Above the reach of sacrilegious hands.—181-2 

But to turn now to the rhetorical part of Pope’s Essay , that con¬ 
cerning the technical reasons for bad criticism: it may be observed first 
that Pope seems guilty of a certain shifting between two pairs of coor¬ 
dinates, part-whole and aim-effect (or means-end). 

In ev’ry work regard the writer’s End, 

Since none can compass more than they intend.—2 55-6 

Survey the WHOLE, nor seek slight faults to find.—235 

Here is an alternation of concepts which has often been paralleled—in 
certain 20th-century criticism, for instance, written along lines very much 
different from Pope’s. 9 But the confusion straightens out in the ensuing 
passage on “wit,” “diction,” and “verse.” The last of these topics is the 
occasion for a brilliant display of literary theory under two comple¬ 
mentary aspects which we have mentioned above—that of assertion and 
that of exemplification. In a criticism preoccupied with the idea that 
poetry is an imitation of nature (and a loving if superior sister of other 
imitative arts—music and painting) 1 —it was reasonable to bestow a close 
attention on any poetic feature which could be shown to be not merely 
statement about nature but in some peculiar way direct imitation. The 
theme of “representative” verse, as Samuel Johnson was to term it, 
was a native of the classical climate. In his Spectator No. 253, reviewing 
Pope’s Essay , Addison quotes the best-known antique locus, the passage 
by Dionysius of Halicarnassus praising the artful reality—the heavy 
labor and the sudden drop—of Homer’s verses in which Sisyphus rolls 
up hill the continually relapsing stone. One of the most original passages 
in Vida’s De Arte Poetica was a repetitive demonstration of six main 
metrically imitative, effects: heavy, light, slow, fast, rough, smooth. The 

refined from Nacvius to Virgil, so English, from Chaucer to Dryden. Pope was on 
defensible, if somewhat ambiguous, ground when in the maturity of his satirical 
Epistle to Augustus lie imitated Horace: 

Had ancient times conspir’d to disallow 

What then was new, what had been ancient now? 135—6 

0 See post , Chapter 27 pp. 624-5, comment on I. A. Richards’ Principles of Liter¬ 
ary Criticism . 

J Sce post p. 274 and Robert J. Allen, “Pope and the Sister Arts,” in Pope 
and his Contemporaries , Essays Presented to George Sherburn (Oxford, 1949). The 
passage on representative verse in the Essay on Criticism has a counterpart on music 
in Dunciad IV, 63-70, where Pope defends Handel’s supposed mimetic re-enforce¬ 
ment of his chorus by cannon. “But soon, ah soon, Rebellion will commence, If music 
meanly borrows aul from sense. 
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parallel passage by Pope is much more economical and pointed. In a 
space of 29 lines Pope simultaneously states and illustrates some nine 
prosodic principles. Thus, the fault of hiatus, three times in one line: 

Tho’ oft the ear the open vowels tire. ... 345 

(where just the opposite of Milton’s natural rule of elision is called for in 
order to have enough syllables for the pentameter). Or the atomically 
structured monosyllabic line: 

And ten low words oft creep in one dull line.—347 

Or stereotyped rhymes: 

Where-e’er you find “the cooling western breeze,” 

In the next line, it “whispers thro’ the trees:” 

When crystal streams “with pleasing murmurs creep,” 

The reader’s threaten’d (not in vain) with “sleep.”—350-3 

And then that attractive matter of “representation,” comprising the last 
six of Pope’s principles: 

’Tis not enough no harshness gives offence, 

The sound must seem an Echo to the sense.—364-5 

The “hoarse rough verse” for the “roaring torrent,” the “smoother num¬ 
bers” in which the “smooth stream flows,” the heavy labor of Ajax (“The 
line too labors, and the words move slow”), and, most striking of all, 
the contrasting hexameters, one off-beat, spondaic, and slow, the other 
precisely and elliptically fast. 

A needless Alexandrine ends the song, 

That, like a wounded snake, drags its slow length along.—356-7 

Not so, when swift Camilla scours the plain, 

Flies o’er th’ unbending com, and skims along the main.—372-3 

In a series of shrewd Rambler inquiries into metrical realism, Samuel 
Johnson was to indulge in too much skepticism about this Popean tour 
de force. There can scarcely be any question that Pope here demonstrates 
how the Alexandrine (so often used, along with the triplet, for special 
purposes in the narrative verse of Dryden 2 ) is capable of exactly con¬ 
trasting effects. It is no refutation of his doctrine to observe that such 
effects are always highly generic or schematic, taking their specific feel 
from the sense of the lines, as the chameleon takes its color from the 
grass. The precise limits of metrical imitation and the wider range of 
phonetic properties or “orchestrations” distinguished by modem schol- 

2 Cf. Pope’s Epistle to Augustus , 11 . 267-9: “Waller was smooth; but Dryden 
taught to join . . . The long majestic March, and Energy divine.” 
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ars 8 (and indeed recognized in the repertory of Renaissance figures) 
would.be an inquiry of more technical nicety than is needed for the 
present argument. 

Concerning the second of the three technical details named above— 
“diction”—Pope’s formula in the Essay on Criticism is a neat approxi¬ 
mation to the Horatian rule of idiom which we have already quoted in 
Pope’s words, in our chapter on Horace. 4 Be neither archaic nor new¬ 
fangled, use the living language of your day, avoid both the flat and the 
highfalutin. Some further specifications but also some complications ap¬ 
pear when we explore other statements by Pope. “Shut, shut the door, 
good John! fatigu’d I said, Tye up the knocker, say I’m sick, I’m 
dead.” The opening of the Epistle to Arbntknot is a neat complement 
to one of the burlesque rules of the Peri-Bathous , that for “the Buskin or 
stately” style: “Will not every true lover of the Profund be delighted 
to behold the most vulgar and low actions of life exalted. . . ?” Instead 
of “Shut the Door,” say “The wooden guardian of our privacy quick on 
its axle turn.” On the other hand there are Pope’s Pastorals and his Homer 
and the whole matter of “poetic diction.” As Isaac Watts said and Samuel 
Johnson was to repeat, there was “scarcely a happy combination of words 
or a phrase poetically elegant in the English language” which Pope was 
•not skilful enough to “insert” in his Homer. 

To come then to the last, and most important, of our three technical 
details,—that is to say, “wit”—Alexander Pope’s Essay on Criticism , if 
we view it in the perspective of 17th-century history already outlined 
in this chapter, is remarkable less for any theoretical contribution to 
the problem of “wit” than for his artful management of the large reper¬ 
tory of intimations which the term “wit” had acquired by his time. Poet, 
critic, salon joker—mind, thinking, speech—what is brilliant, inventive, 
poetic—what is critical, mocking, affected, specious, frivolous—such 
gradations and oppositions of meaning play in and out of the 46 occur¬ 
rences of the key term “wit” in Pope’s Essay. 

For wit and judgment often are at strife, 

Tho’ meant each other’s aid, like man and wife.—82-3 

Nay wits had pensions, and young Lords had wit.—539 

Some have at first for Wits, then Poets past, 

Turn’d Critics next, and prov’d plain fools at last.—36-7 

Pleas’d with a work where nothing’s just or fit; 

One glaring Chaos and wild heap of wit.—291-2 

True wit is Nature to advantage dress’d; 

What oft was thought, but ne’er so well express’d.—297-8 

3 Wellck and Warren, pp. 164 ff. 

4 See ante Chapter 5, pp. 87-8. 
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“Wit” is a kind of genteel slang word in Pope’s day—a handy instrument 
of “complex structure” capable of being managed so as to intimate a 
number of “equations” between the ideas which it implicates. 5 At the 
sociocritical level, Pope is slyly urging (though with all kinds of momen¬ 
tary ironies and reversals) the case for the aristocratic wit which Dryden 
had announced in the essays of his most courtly phase. The witty man 
of the salon, the master of elegance in conversation, gives us the best idea 
of what an appreciator and critic of poetry ought to be, and this com¬ 
posite figure, the salon conversationalist and critic, provides us in turn 
with our paradigm of the poet or at least of the gifts and outlook the 
poet ought to have. As the Tory gentlemen and high churchmen who 
constituted the party of wit in Pope’s day were the political opponents 
and social superiors of the rising generation of middle-class dissenters, 
so the gentlemanly standard of wit aroused the partizans of middle-class 
sobriety and “good sense” to violent resentment. 6 Sir Richard Blackmore 
(Homer of the modem profund) published, among other attacks on 
“wit,” his Satyr Against Wit in 1699. He was promptly answered by a 
combination of wits in the scurrilous volume entitled Commendatory 
Verses and was defended by his friends in a retaliation entitled Discom - 
mendatory Verses . The squabble was mean on both sides, but the main 
ideas of Blackmore are worth noticing. Wit as Blackmore saw it was not, 
as in the later phrase of Johnson, a principle of “vitality,” but actually 
a principle of universal corruption. The influence of Will’s Coffee House 
—“Dryden and his crew”—was debauching not only literature but all 
virtue, public and private,—business, arts, the church, the legal profession. 
Wit was soft, loose, degenerate, insane; it wanted the traditional “noble 
roughness” of the British temper. 

Felonious G[arth ] pursuing this Design, 

Smuggles French Wit, as others Silks and Wine. 

The rhetoric of the remedy proposed was founded on images of solid 
commercial virtue. 

If once the Muses Chequer would deny 
To take false Wit, ’twould lose its currency. 

Let Congreve, Southeme, Wycherley, and especially Dryden, be melted 
down and coined into new, sound wit (good sense) and a safe national 
balance be deposited in a new Bank of Wit administered by Sheffield and 
other more conservative lords. 

5 William Empson, “ Wit’ in the Essay of CriticismHudson Review, II (Win¬ 
ter 1950), 559-77- 

fl See Robert M. Krapp, “Class Analysis of a Literary Controversy, Wit and 
Sense in Seventeenth-Century English Literature,” Science and Society, X (Winter, 
1946), 80-92. 


242 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 

These are good men, in whom we all agree, 

Their Notes for Wit are good Security. 7 

So a form of rhetoric had a social tone and implied a social content. 
The deepest matter and meaning of Pope’s poems was tied in to what 
was considered by the bourgeois men of sense as the frivolity and im¬ 
morality of a brilliant form. And this depth of correspondence is what 
we should hope to find in any period where we could sample first-class 
literature. But here we have more to do with Pope’s expressed theory. 
The last quotation in the series from Pope above is his famous definition 
of “wit” and hence of poetry, his epigrammatic reconciliation of the terms 
“wit” and “nature” by the mediation of the third term “dress,” a recon¬ 
ciliation which may be said to resound with all the social implications 
of the view of nature which Pope entertained. This aphorism no more 
describes the “meaning” of Pope’s own poetry in its fullness than the 
phrase “emotion recollected in tranquillity” does that of Wordsworth. 
But since a conspicuous part of Pope’s meaning does lie in a high degree 
of verbal brilliance (a feature perfectly in keeping with and indeed im¬ 
possible without an internal or abstract meaning of a certain witty sort), 
the aphorism has seemed to the post-romantic mind an all-too-apt ex¬ 
pression of the superficiality of neo-classic rhetorical practice. The state¬ 
ment, both as specific theory of Augustan poetry and as general theory* 
is in fact disappointing. It is a kind of minimum classical stand, a last-ditch 
defense of wit-theory after a century more or less of the empirical as- ’ 
sault. It is the wittily summarized dilemma of the classic mind in con¬ 
frontation with the scientific, a reflection of the tightened poetic defense, 
the apparently prosaic and stripped-down wit of the neo-classic retreat 
from the metaphysical. 

To give Pope’s aphorism its due, on the other hand, one can hardly 
pretend that it does not offer us a sort of token, or temporary expression, 
for a paradoxical idea which is always residual in attempts to rationalize 
poetry—the ultimate surrender of theory in its attempt to reduce poetic 
meaning to the kinds of rational or philosophic meaning on which in 
some sense and in part it does depend. The element of “dress” (so repug¬ 
nant under that figure to the romantic mind) is never quite squeezed 
out of poetic theory except by a rigorous extreme of idealistic symbolism. 
Samuel Johnson was to object that Pope’s definition of wit depressed 
it “below its natural dignity,” “reduced it from strength of thought to 
happiness of language.” But Johnson himself, suffering along with the 
rest of his generation from an even more advanced phase of the scientific 
division between argument and elocution (and so rejecting energetically 
the metaphysical discordia concors ), could offer as substitute only a defi- 

7 Richard Boys, Sir Richard Blackmore and the Wits (Ann Arbor, 1949), pp. 


7.13. 
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nition close to the terms of “familiarity” and “surprise” provided by the 
psychological aesthetics of the century. He found “more noble and 
adequate” than Pope’s view the compromise view of wit as “that which 
though not obvious is, upon its first production, acknowledged to be 
just.” 8 

In Johnson’s day the word “wit” was well on the way to becoming 
only a relic of serious criticism. Johnson was writing in retrospect. The 
ambiguous reference to the poetically imaginative and the nimbly amus¬ 
ing which “wit” had enjoyed from Elizabethan times was split during 
the neo-classic age into the meaning of “propriety” which we have ob¬ 
served and a second and lighter meaning of “sheer wit” or repartee in 
comedy. 9 As the wit which was equated with poetry (the respectable 
wit of propriety) sank before certain kinds of pre-romantic imagination, 
the wit of the comic became associated with more disagreeable and trivial 
forms of laughter, with raillery, ridicule, and nasty satire. (Satiric criti¬ 
cism, as we have suggested in Chapter n, was at the same time 
softening into the roly-poly kind of “humour.”) During the 18th century 
such associations seem to have gained ground, until the term “wit” as¬ 
sumed something like the vague and degraded meaning which is still 
popular in the 20th century—a form of the ludicrous more smart than 
humour. The definition framed by the literary gentleman Corbyn Morris 
in his Essay Towards Fixing the True Standards of Wit, Humour, Rail¬ 
lery, Satire, and Ridicule, 1744, might seem not unpromising: 

Wit is the Lustre resulting from the quick Elucidation of one 
Subject, by a just and unexpected Arrangement of it with an¬ 
other Subject.—p. 1 

But it soon appears (pp. 3-4) that the quality of being “quick” and “un¬ 
expected” is what distinguishes “wit” from both “simile” and “metaphor ” 
and then come the examples. 

Upon the Restoration Mr. Waller presented a congratulatory 
Copy of Verses to King Charles; His Majesty, after reading 
them, said,—Mr. Waller, these are very good, but not so fine as 
you made upon the PROTECTOR:—to which Mr. Waller re¬ 
turn’d,—Your Majesty will please to recollect that we Poets al¬ 
ways write best upon FICTIONS.—p. 7 

In short, wit appears as joke or repartee. 

•Johnson minimizes the Addisonian idea of suiprise, yet relies on it. See his 
life of Cowley, in Lives of the Poets, ed. G. B. Hill (Oxford, 1905), I, 19-20 and 
Appendix F. In the couplet following that to which Johnson objected Pope had 
written: “Something, whose truth convinc’d at sight we find. That gives ns back 
the image of our mind.” 

9 Spingara, Essays I, lviii. 
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VII 

To return to Pope: the fact that neo-classic performance itself remained 
more complicated than the neo-classic theoretical assertion points up a 
principle which we may now urge a little more insistently than earlier 
in this chapter: namely, that in the 17th-century decline of rhetoric 
celebrated by Croce, at least two main things took place. (1) There was 
a shift in theory of style from the extravagance of Renaissance Aristo- 
tclianism and Ciccronianism to the theory of the Royal-Society era that 
words should be strictly tied down to things. And (2) at the same time 
there was a shift from certain Baroque forms of flamboyance (as in the 
actual prose of Browne or the verse of Donne) either to a fully plain 
form (like the scientific prose of the Royal Society) or to a superficially 
plain form (like the conversational verse of Dryden and Pope). It is of 
great importance to note that these two shifts (one of theory and one 
of performance) were not identical, nor even inevitably tied together, nor 
in a step-for-step relation—especially if we take the theoretical shift 
broadly as a shift from a theory of ornamentalism to a theory of stylistic 
integration. Within certain limits it has been possible, at various times in 
literary history, for either kind of theory (ornamental or integrational) 
to refer to either kind of style (flamboyant or simple). Most obviously, 
it has been possible for one of the theories, that of integrated style, to 
have a very wide range of applications. When Sprat in his History of the 
Royal Society spoke of “so many things almost in an equal nu nber of 
words,” he had in mind a use of words so severely limited to a certain 
kind of human experience (the scientifically factual) that he was content 
to make no demand whatever on a considerable range of important lin¬ 
guistic powers—the metaphysical, the moral, the poetic, the rhetorical. 
Such levels of meaning were inevitably irrelevant and merely ornamental 
in the program of research and reporting which the Royal Society was 
mapping out for itself. Sprat, that is, hardly meant the same thing as 
Pascal (a scientist of different affiliations) when the latter said, “La vraie 
eloquence se moque de Veloquence” Again, Sprat hardly meant the same 
thing as Swift (the satirist of Royal-Society thing-speech) when the lat¬ 
ter wrote, “Proper words in proper places, makes the true definition of 
a style.” 1 And again, probably neither Pascal nor Swift had arrived at 
the advanced stage of expressionism which in the 19th century permitted 
so traditionally minded and patristically eloquent a writer as Cardinal 
Newman to write: 

Thought and meaning are inseparable from each other. Matter 

and expression are parts of one: style is a thinking out into lan- 

1 A Letter to a Young Gentleman , Lately Entered into Holy Orders , 1721. 
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guage. . , , When we can separate light and illumination, life 
and motion, the convex and the concave of a curve . . . then 
will it be conceivable that the . . . intellect should renounce its 
own double. 2 

To explore the issue for a moment in the opposite direction: it may 
be worth while to compare the turn and emphasis of Pope’s couplet defi¬ 
nition of wit with certain more awkward betrayals. That of Dryden, 
for instance, in the Preface to his Fables: 

Words are the colouring of the work, which, in the order of 
nature, is last to be considered. The design, the disposition, the 
manners, and the thoughts, are all before it. 3 

Or that of Gildon in his Coviplete Art of Poetry , 1718: 

As for your Ladyship’s fine Things , and fine La?iguage ) to pre¬ 
fer them to more charming, and more essential excellencies, 
wou’d be as ridiculous, as to prefer your Ladyship’s Dress to 
your Person * 

Or the debasing definition of the anti-wit Blackmore: 

Wit is a Qualification of the Mind, that rises and enlivens cold 
Sentiments and plain Propositions, by giving them an elegant and 
Surprising Turn. 5 

An expression of omamentalist theory when it takes a form like Pope’s 
couplet means something a little different from what a less guarded ex¬ 
pression means. And the general theory of omamentalism means one 
thing when applied to the verse of Blackmore and another when ap¬ 
plied to that of Pope himself. 


VIII 

The large part of a century that follows the effort of Pope, before the 
rise of romantic theory, produces, as we have already suggested, only a 
more or less dismal continuation of the omamentalist view concerning 

2 “Literature, a Lecture in the School of Philosophy and Letters,” 1858, in The 
Idea of a University (London, 1907), pp. 276-7. 

3 Ker II, 252. L. I. Bredvold, Selected Foems of Alexander Pope (New York, 
1926), pp. xvi-xvii, quotes the opinion of the French academician LeBrun that “de¬ 
sign imitates all real things, whereas color only imitates that which is accidental.” 
Cf. post , Chapter 13, p. 264. 

4 Durham, p. 36. Cf. Samuel Wesley, Epistle to a Friend (London 1700), p. 15: 
“Style is the dress of thought.” 

5 Essay upon Wit , in Essays Upon Several Subjects , 1716, p. 191, quoted by 
Boys, op . cit., p. 10. Cf. the edition of Blackmore's Essay by Boys (Ann Arbor, 1946). 
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metaphor and related figures. The ancient defense of the dignity of ver¬ 
bal powers was slowing to a standstill. At the same time, let us note it 
here, a new concept of verbal power was in the early phases of develop¬ 
ment, although this concept, because of geographical and cultural dis¬ 
tances, seems to have had for about a hundred years no direct influence 
upon any English man of letters. Modem scholarship has been interested 
to discover in certain late 17th-century Italian criticism antecedents of 
“pre-romantic” ideas which appeared during the 18th century in Eng¬ 
land. In a broader perspective, the most important new critical idea 
of the early eighteenth century was that concerning metaphor and its 
relation to the rise of human institutions which was announced in the 
New Science of the Neapolitan professor Giambattista Vico, published 
first in 1725. Vico was a reactionary against 17th-century rationalism. 
Where the English empiricist Hobbes imagined primitive man as thinking 
just like Hobbes himself (in a scientifically calculating way) and coming 
to abstract conclusions about the desirability of social conventions, and 
where Sprat, as we have seen, believed in a “primitive purity and short¬ 
ness,” by which words matched things in a terse economy, the Italian 
jurisconsult and rhetorician conceived man in the early phases of human 
culture, the patriarchal and the heroic, as groping dimly and imagina¬ 
tively, through symbols, myths, and nascent metaphors, toward the ab¬ 
stract speculations which in later phases of civilization bring on the 
anemia of spirit and decrepitudes which we know. It was a form of 
primitivism and a theory of history which not only for 19th-century 
historiographers but for neo-idealist philosophers and theorists of poetic 
imagination was to seem increasingly important in retrospect. 

Vico died in 1744 at about the age of 74. It is a less striking coinci¬ 
dence that his younger but rhetorically archaic British contemporary 
Alexander Pope should have died in the same year than that in 1743 
Pope should have published his Greater Dunciad. The revised Fourth 
Book of the Dunciad , especially in its sublimely chaotic and profoundly 
dark conclusion, is a burlesque celebration of the “word,” so radical, 
so metaphysical, Platonic, and Patristic, that it goes far to return the 
neo-classic argument to a place in its history where it connects with 
the remote sources of Vichian and romantic symbolism. The Fourth 
Dunciad , a climactic afterthought to the rest of the poem (and a grand 
climax to Pope’s whole career) presents a vast levee of courtiers be¬ 
fore the throne of Dulness, “bard and blockhead side by side,” a 
throng of crank patrons, virtuosos, pedagogues, scholars, tutors, and 
publicists, all the false educators by whom the mind of youth and 
that of more mature imbecility are formed. Even at the outset the event 
is made safe by the knockout and imprisonment of two ancient guard¬ 
ians of sense (members of the classical trivium). 


2 47 Rhetoric and Neo-Classic Wit 

There foam’d rebellious Logic , gagg’d and bound, 

There, stript, fair Rhetoric languish’d on the ground; 

His blunted Arms by Sophistry are bom, 

And shameless Billingsgate her Robes adorn. 

In the chiaroscuro nightmare which follows, as the champions advance 
to the throne, they repeat no theme more often than that of the “word” 
and its abuses. 

. . . Since Alan from beast by Words is known, 

Words are Man’s province, Words we teach alone. 149-50 

Confine the thought, to exercise the breath; 

And keep them in the pale of Words till death. 159-60 

Give law to Words, or war with Words alone. 178 

’Tis true, on Words is still our whole debate. 219 

First slave to Words, then vassal to a Name. 501 

The concluding crescendo of the poem is an extraordinary recapitula¬ 
tion in negative of the rhetorico-metaphysical tradition. 

Wit shoots in vain its momentary fires, 

Art after Art goes out, and all is Night. 

Physic of Metaphysic begs defence, 

And Metaphysic calls for aid on Sense! 

The last lines reach out for the utmost metaphysical and theological 
implications of the “word,” not only the human but the divine creative 
act, the “logos.” Not only grammarian, rhetorician, and poet, but 
Academician, Church Father, neo-Platonist, scholastic theologian, and 
aesthetician of “light,” have contributed to the edifice of humanistic in¬ 
telligence which appears in the darkly brilliant subverted image of this 
denouement. 

Lo! thy dread Empire, CHAOS! is restor’d; 

Light dies before thy uncreating word. 


SUPPLEMENT 

But in order to discover with perfect clearness and precision the impor¬ 
tance of literature, both in its original destination, and in the power which it 
certainly exerts on the worth and welfare of nations, let us for a moment con- 
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sider it under both of these aspects. And, in the first place, let us regard the 
true nature and object, the wide extent, and original dignity of literature. 
Under this name, then, I comprehend all those arts and sciences, and all those 
mental exertions which have human life, and man himself, for their object; 
but which, manifesting themselves in no external effect, energise only in 
thought and speech, and without requiring any corporeal matter on which to 
operate, display intellect as embodied in written language. Under this are in¬ 
cluded, first, the art of poetry, and the kindred art of narration or history; 
next, all those higher exertions of pure reason and intellect which have human 
life and man himself for their object, and which have influence upon both; 
and, last of all, eloquence and wit, whenever these do not escape in the fleet¬ 
ing vehicle of oral communication, but remain displayed in the more sub¬ 
stantial and lasting form of written productions. And when I have enumerated 
these, I imagine I have comprehended almost everything which can enter into 
the composition of the intellectual life of man.—With the single exception of 
reason,—and even reason can scarcely operate without the intervention of lan¬ 
guage—is there anything more important to man, more peculiar to him, or 
more inseparable from his nature than speech? Nature indeed could not have 
bestowed on us a gift more precious than the human voice, which, possessing 
sounds for the expression of every feeling, and being capable of distinctions 
as minute, and combinations as intricate, as the most complex instrument of 
music, is thus enabled to furnish materials so admirable for the formation of 
artificial language. The greatest and most important discovery of human in¬ 
genuity is writing; there is no impiety in saying that it was scarcely in the 
power of the Deity to confer on man a more glorious present than LAN¬ 
GUAGE, by the medium of which he himself has been revealed to us, and 
which affords at once the strongest bond of union, and the best instrument of 
communication. So inseparable indeed are mind and language, so identically 
one are thought and speech, that although we must always hold reason to be 
the great characteristic and peculiar attribute of man, yet language also, when 
we regard its original object and intrinsic dignity, is well entitled to be con¬ 
sidered as a component part of the intellectual structure of our being. And 
although, in strict application and rigid expression, thought and speech always 
are, and always must be regarded as two things metaphysically distinct,—yet 
there only can we find these two elements in disunion, where one or both 
have been employed imperfectly or amiss. Nay, such is the effect of the orig¬ 
inal union or identity that, in their most extensive varieties of application, they 
can never be totally disunited, but must always remain inseparable, and every 
where be exerted in combination. 

However greatly both of these high gifts, which are so essentially the 
same,—these, the proudest distinctions of human nature, which have made 
man what he is, may be in many instances misdirected and abused; still our 
innate and indestructible sense of the original dignity of speech and language, 
is sufficiently manifest, from the importance which we attach to them, in the 
formation of all our particular judgments and opinions. What influence the 
art of speaking has upon our judgment in the affairs of active life, and in all 
the relations of society,—what power the force of expression every where 
exerts over our thoughts, it would be superfluous to detail. The same consid- 
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erations which govern us in our judgment of individuals, determine us also in 
our opinions concerning nations; and we are at once disposed to look upon 
that people as the most enlightened and the most polished, which makes use 
of the most clear, precise, appropriate, and agreeable medium of expression: 
insomuch, that we not unfrequently allow ourselves to be biassed even to 
weakness by the external advantage of diction and utterance, and pay more 
attention to the vehicle than to the intrinsic value of the thoughts themselves, 
or the moral character of those from whom they proceed. 

—Friedrich von Schlcgel, Lectures on the History of Liteiature, Ancient 
and Modem (1811), trans. J. G. Lockhart (Philadelphia, 1818), I, 10-13, • 
Lecture I. 


Because of its peculiar insistence on remaining concreted within the act of 
apprehension itself, a poem resists the very abstraction by which we would 
understand it. Abstraction, in one way or another, destroys it, dissolves it 
away. So we must content ourselves largely with simply apprehending the 
poem by reading or hearing it read, and as for any strict understanding of a 
poem, we must content ourselves with thinking and talking around it. Thomas 
docs not put it in exactly the same words, but when he speaks of its ‘deficiency 
of truth,’ he is concerned with the same thing about a poem which prompts 
Mr. Archibald MacLeish to observe that ‘A poem should not mean/ But be.* 

Yet it would be inaccurate to say that we have no understanding at all of 
poetry. We do find ourselves able to think about it, which means that some¬ 
how or other our understanding is concerned with it. What we are doing »s 
approaching it by a kind of indirection—this fact is attested to by the constant 
resort to metaphor which the most rigorous discussion of poetry seems inex¬ 
orably to demand. A poem seems unable to forego this minimum of concre¬ 
tion even in being discussed. And in so far as it will not submit fully to abstrac¬ 
tion but must retain the concretion of metaphor, it escapes reason. Not that 
it is against reason, anti-rational. Reason is an imperfect way of getting at a 
thing: it implies a special approach, it produces understanding only under cer¬ 
tain conditions, and those things which are not amenable to these conditions 
simply escape it. 

Hence poetry really demands too much of the reason in its insistence both 
that it be understood, and that it be understood somehow without resort to 
abstractions. From this fact arises the strain, which Thomas supposes as a 
matter of common observation, the state of tension in which poetry leaves 
reason. Plato had some warrant, after all, for barring poets from his republic: 
they do violence to and unsettle the reason on which his political order was to 
have been based. 

In this connection Thomas says nothing specifically about the use of con¬ 
ceit. But the implications of his view are plain. If poetry implies a sort of 
rational derangement, an unmanagableness, a non-integration on the rational 
level in the face of a unity perceptible in other ways (the unity of impression, 
the unity of perception in a poem), the superlative derangement inherent in 
the conceit, which by operating through devices such as paradox maintains a 
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sense of order in disorder and disorder in order, stands as a kind of paragon 
of procedure in a poetic economy . 

Perhaps the most familiar instance of wit in St Thomas Aquinas’s poetry is a 
couplet in the vesper hymm Pange Lingua written for the office of Corpus 
Christi, where it still occurs in the Roman breviary: 

Verbum caro panem verirni 
Verbo camem efficit . 

This multi-dimensional conceit is a variant of one of the paradoxes consequent 
upon the Incarnation of the Word of God, and in availing himself of it, 
Thomas is tapping a source which lies at the innermost heart of Christian doc¬ 
trine. . . . This is the same theology of the Word which has proved a limit¬ 
less source of conceits not only for mediaeval theologians but also for patristic 
rhetoricians, for seventeenth-century Englishmen, and for contemporary 
poets interested in the metaphysical tradition. St Thomas is moving over 
ground to which wit poetry has never relinquished its claim. One conceit, for 
instance, is to be found in all the three groups of writers just mentioned. St 
Augustine uses in a sermon the paradox of the Verbum infans, Who was not 
only the infant Word, the child Jesus, but, to take the Latin infans in its full 
etymological force, the unspeaking Word. A strange and startling paradox, 
but an unmistakable dogmatic fact, that the Word of God initiates His per¬ 
sonal mission among men in the inarticulate role of a child. The identical par¬ 
adox is remarked later by Lancelot Andrewes in a sermon on the Incarnation: 
‘What, Verbum infans, the Word of an infant? The Word, and not to be able 
to speak a word.’ And from Andrewes’ world, that of the English ‘metaphysi¬ 
cals,’ the same conceit makes its way into Mr. T. S. Eliot’s Gerontion, 

—Walter J. Ong, “Wit and Mystery: A Revaluation in Mediaeval 
Hymnody,” Speculum, XXII (July, 1947), 326-7, 316-17, by permission 
of the author and The Mediaeval Academy of America 


As the art of discourse or speaking, or of teaching, dialectic or logic had 
a definite connection with the audile and with words as sounds, with the defi¬ 
nite pcrsonalist and existentialist implications which attach to a world of 
voices. Ramus arrives on the scene at the time this dialectic is being “simpli¬ 
fied” in an operation which is among the most complicated and critical and 
central in the whole history of the human mind and out of which grows pre¬ 
occupation with method and the whole modem mechanistic-minded world, 
for it must not be forgotten that, in theory and to a great extent in fact, dialec¬ 
tic or logic controlled all the other arts or sciences or curriculum subjects. 
This simplification of logic is connected with the humanists’ determination to 
provide something adapted to the capacities of children, for humanism is 
pupil-centered, whereas the northern universities, essentially teachers’ unions, 
were teacher-centered, tending to see their pupils not in terms of the pupils’ 
capacities here and now, but as aspirant pedagogues. But the simplification is 
even more deeply related to a widespread and mysterious shift from the audile 
to the visile in the whole way of thinking about cognition and the nature of 
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man. At the end of this shift, by the eighteenth century, God will become in 
the minds of many curiously mute, and by that fact depersonalized, a mere 
mechanic, a celestial architect, a mason, whose laws concern not the human 
consciousness but the ranging of objects in space. Man’s notion of what he 
himself is will undergo a corresponding shift in emphasis. 

Ramism is above all, although not exclusively, a manifestation of the sub¬ 
tle and apparently irresistible shift sacrificing auditorily oriented concepts for 
visually oriented ones which sets in with medieval scholasticism and on which 
most of the characteristic manifestations of the modem as against the ancient 
world depend. This shift is intimately connected with the scholastic emphasis 
on a logic which, as against more purely Aristotelian logic, was a kind of 
logistic, and on physics—a bad physics, but physics nevertheless, taught to mil¬ 
lions of schoolboys from the thirteenth to the sixteenth century and later on 
a scale the ancient world had never even approximated. The shift is equally 
connected with the scholastic build-up of the teaching profession. It is con¬ 
nected with the invention of printing, with the emergence of book titles in 
their postincunabular form, with the development of a sense of format for 
communication encouraged by printing, with the humanists’ attitude toward 
language—a thing controlled by the written word, the word committed to 
space, not by living speech—as well as with the belief that all revelation was 
contained in a book. 

The shift manifests itself in Ramism particularly in Ramus’s complete 
divorce between dialectic and rhetoric. For Ramus appears on the scene just 
when dialectic (or logic) was shifting from an art of discourse, as Cicero had 
had it and as Ramus’s Latin definitions nominally have it, to an art of thinking 
or reasoning. As an art of discourse, dialectic had suggested an interplay of 
personalities, a give and take in an existentialist situation. As an art of think¬ 
ing, it was carried on in the privacy of one’s own head and in a fashion more 
and more diagrammatic, with greater and greater reliance on spatial analogies 
and a more or less overt desire to dispense with words as words, since these 
annoyingly hint that in some mysterious way thinking itself is always carried 
on in the presence—at least implicit—of another. The meaning of the well- 
known Ramist tables of dichotomies is to be sought here in the drift toward 
spatial analogies of any and all sorts. With dialectic separated from rhetoric 
as a kind of intellectual diagrammatics, rhetoric is left in absolute control of 
the world of sound as sound. But even here, the spatial imagination gains con¬ 
trol, and rhetoric comes to be described as a kind of ornament conceivable in 
mechanico-spatial terms. 

—Walter J. Ong, “Ramus and the Transit to the Modem Mind,” The 

Modem Schoolman , XXXII (May, 1955), 307-9, copyrighted. By per¬ 
mission of the author and The Modem Schoolman . 
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ADDISON AND LESSING: 
POETRY AS PICTURES 


§ philosophy of sensation, Hobbes, Locke —//. Addison, 
Spectators 072 imagination, a medley of themes: art and 
nature, pleasant and unpleasant, primary and secondary, 
imagination and wit, ewe and difficulty, nature's wit, 
notion of sight compared with the neo-Platonic, lower 
senses and the understanding —///. *fce rationalist alterna¬ 
tive, Cartesianism, esprit geometrique, seeing the world 
as it really is, without colors, guaranteed external causes 
of beauty, grow or corpuscular, Burke, Lord Karnes, rfce 
sublime, immediacy and compulsion, y 4 £&e Dub os on the 
merits of a stew, Leibniz, Baumgarten, clear though con¬ 
fused ideas {sensuous), the je-ne-sais-quoi, internal aes¬ 
thetic sense, Hutcheson — 77 . “ aesthetic,” rfce “fine arts,” 
Batteux and the Encyclopedists, parallels between the arts, 
ancient hints: Aristotle, Simonides, Cicero, Horace, Du 
Fresnoy's De Arte Graphica, fwo meanings of ut pictura 
poesis, literary influence on painting, Aristotelian critique 
of Poussin's “Fall of Manna,” painting the passions, paint¬ 
erly influence on literature, toward sensation and land¬ 
scape, Claude and Rosa, James Thomson, landscape gar¬ 
dening — V. virtuoso and Hellenizing trends, Spence's 
Polymetis, Count Caylus, Winckelmann, Lessing's La- 
okoon, the sculptural group and Virgil, difference be¬ 
tween painting and poetry before Lessing, time and space, 
actions and objects, 18th-century nature poetry, Lessing's 
insight, Goethe's praise, limitations of Lessing, moving 
pictures, enargeia, artificial and natural signs, drama, 
Homeric lines on Agamemnon's sceptre — VI. poetry and 
music, the 16th century academies, music serves poetry: 
Campion, Milton and Lawes, poetry serves music: operas, 
Dry den, Tate, Purcell, the era of the music odes, Dry den's 
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odes for St. Cecilia's Day, Handel's setting, Pope, Collins, 
Gray, burlesques, English theory in the 18th century, 
Avison et al., three-fold resemblance between music and 
poetry , musical “puns” the mutative norm — VII, general 
assimilation and melange of the arts during the 19th cen¬ 
tury , The New Laokoon (1910), arts as geometry — VIII, 
systems of the arts , Batteux , Herder , Sulzer , Kant and 
after , what is meant by classifying the arts , irrelevance to 
literary criticism , yet merit in the exercise § 


O NE OF THE CRITICAL CATCHWORDS MOST OFTEN REPEATED IN OUR 

time has been “dissociation of sensibility,” a term adapted from 
Remy de Gourmont 1 by T. S. Eliot in 1921 and used by Mr. 
Eliot to describe the aesthetic frame of mind which he believed to have de¬ 
veloped in the latter half of the 17th century with the lapse of metaphysi¬ 
cal poetry and the rise of rationalism and prosaism, and, at a later stage, 
of sentimentalism. In some areas the “dissociation” may be noted more 
easily than in others. Something like it perhaps appears, for instance, 
in the drama, that is, in the ethical declamatory and heroic tendencies 
of neo-classic tragedy and in the attendant decline of what is today 
called poetic imagery. On the other hand, the kind of witty discursive 
poetry and the burlesque narrative developed by Dryden and Pope were 
forms of seeming acquiescence in the laws of prose which actually 
sustained, as we have suggested in our last chapter, a peculiar kind of 
poetic interest. The full effects of 17th-century philosophy on creative 
writing, and especially on verse writing, were not felt until the mid- 
18th century. In the early part of the century perhaps the effects may 
be most readily observed in the areas of epistemology and aesthetic 
theory. It would appear that in this age both feeling and the act of 
valuing were theoretically detached from a certain something—an Aris¬ 
totelian structure of ideas, a substantive belief about God, man, and 
the universe—and were either left floating free of reference or were 
attached to another area of experience provided or newly emphasized 
in another vision of reality—the new vision of the empirical and sen¬ 
sational. 

One of the most convenient concentrations of the new episte¬ 
mology in its British beginnings is that very opening section of Hobbes’ 
Leviathan , the eighth chapter of which we have already quoted for 

1 Ci. F. W. Bateson in Essays in Criticism , I (1951) 302-12. Bateson argues per¬ 
suasively that Eliot himself meant by the term “sensibility ” not emotion, but sensa¬ 
tion and at the same time, a union of thought and sensation. Later writers have taken 
“dissociation of sensibility” to mean a split between thought and emotion. “The 
sentimental age” is on Eliot’s view a second stage. 
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the sake of the somewhat confused semantics of its dealings with “wit.” 
In his first and second chapters Hobbes states with an appropriate forth¬ 
rightness the simple epistemological grounds of his world view. 

Chapter I. Of sense. • . . The cause of Sense, is the Ex- 
temall Body, or Object, which presseth the organ proper to each 
Sense, either immediatly, as in the Tast and Touch; or medi¬ 
ately, as in Seeing, Hearing, and Smelling. . . . All which quali¬ 
ties called Sensible , are in the object that causeth them, but so 
many several motions of the matter, by which it presseth our 
organs diversely. Neither in us that are pressed, are they any¬ 
thing else, but divers motions. . . . But their apparance to us 
is Fancy, the same waking, that dreaming. . . . Sense in all 
cases, is nothing els but original fancy. 

Chapter II. Of imagination. ... . after the object is removed, or 
the eye shut, wee still retain an image of the thing seen, though 
more obscure than when we see it. And this is it, the Latines 
call Imagination , from the image made in seeing; and apply the 
same, though improperly, to all the other senses. But the Greeks 
call it Fancy . . . . imagination therefore is nothing but decay¬ 
ing sense; and is found in men, and many other living Creatures, 
as well sleeping, as waking. 

. . . when we would express the decay , and signific that the 
Sense is fading, old, and past, it is called Memory. So that Imagi¬ 
nation and Memory , are but one thing, which for divers 
considerations hath divers names. 

There is not much to add to this. Later on, Locke’s Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding , 1690, urged the distinction between the pri¬ 
mary qualities of our sensory experience (those that were really in 
things—bulk, shape, and movement) and the “secondary” (those that 
were only in our eyes, noses, and ears—color, smell, and sound). In 
this way, Locke greatly furthered the subjective and phenomenalistic 
drift of the sensationalist philosophy. Even more than Hobbes, Locke 
broke down the metaphysical rallying point of substance, and provided 
the complete set-up for the startling coup of Berkeley—the merging 
of primary and secondary qualities in the same status ( esse is percipi), 
by which, overnight, sensationalism was inverted into idealism. 


II 

In a celebrated series of Spectator 2 papers On the Pleasures of the 
lmagitiation (Nos. 4ii-4 2I » appearing in June and July of 1712) Joseph 
2 Joseph Addison, The Spectator , ed. Henry Morley, 3 vols. (London, 1883). 
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Addison made his acknowledgement (as he had done in his paper on 
“mixed wit”) to the Essay of Mr. Locke. The term “imagination” in 
Locke’s Essay had, as we have seen, largely the pejorative sense as¬ 
sociated with the malefactor “wit.” Nevertheless, the newly brightened 
meaning of “imagination” as that term appears in Addison’s Spectators 
is to a large extent determined by the sensationalism of Hobbes and 
Locke. 

The ten Spectator papers on the imagination present some difficul¬ 
ties to exposition largely through their complicated inconsistency, the 
medley of aesthetic theses which they complacently recite. In Nos. 414 
and 418, for instance, we discover in effect the following account of 
the pleasures of artistic imitation . Artistic imitation is more pleasant 
the more it resembles nature, but at the same time nature is more pleas¬ 
ant the more it resembles art—as when clouds or veins of marble dis¬ 
play the shape, of trees or other objects. Art improves on nature, 
though at the same time it cannot compete with nature. Artistic imita¬ 
tion is the more pleasant if it contains a touch of emotion—as when 
a portrait of a beautiful human countenance shows a melancholy cast. 
But in this miscellany of observations, nothing is so typical of the 
contemporary aesthetic trend as Addison’s distinction between pleasant 
and unpleasant objects of imitation. Artistic imitation, even of an un¬ 
savory object like a dunghill, gives pleasure through fidelity of resem¬ 
blance. 3 But, all other things being equal (complete fidelity of imita¬ 
tion, that is, obtaining), an imitation of a pleasing object is more 
pleasing than an imitation of an unpleasing object. Thus: the bowers 
and fruits and sweet gales in Book IV of Paradise Lost are a more 
pleasing poetic imitation than the brimstone and pitchy fires of Hell 
in Book I. This statement is central. It develops in all literalness the 
implications of Addison’s first paper of the series (No. 411), in which 
the “primary” pleasures of the imagination are defined as simply 
those experienced upon our actually seeing certain natural objects, 4 and 
the “secondary” pleasures are defined as those experienced in our see¬ 
ing good representations (surrogates) of the same kinds of objects. 5 

Addison’s theory of the secondary pictorial imagination is the clas- 


3 As Aristotle, Plutarch, Aquinas and others had observed. 

4 The thesis holds also for certain artificial objects, like architecture, as appears 
later (No. 415). 

6 The three kinds of natural objects which qualify for the definition are, let us 
note in passing, the beautiful, the great, and the uncommon, approximate types of 
the three aesthetic genres more distinctly discriminated later in the century, the 
beautiful, the sublime, and the picturesque. The third of these, the “uncommon” 
(the “nover or “surprising” in Addison’s definition of “wit”) is a detail which has 
a strong affinity for more overt forms of 18th-century affectivism. 

The terms “primary” and “secondary” of Addison’s distinction, though ap- 
parendy inspired by the Lockean distinction between the “primary” and the “sec¬ 
ondary*’ qualities of our general experience, exhibit no very closely analogous mean¬ 
ing. 
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sical theory of imitation reduced to its most stark and literal form, the 
imitative object or ikon performing its most servile and secondary role 
—that of the photograph on the bureau which reminds the lonely stu¬ 
dent of the distant sweetheart. If we compare Addison’s Spectators on 
the imagination with his earlier series on “wit,” especially No. 62, on 
“wit,” “mixt wit,” and “false wit,” we can observe the rising new “imagi¬ 
nation” and the declining old “wit” moving for a moment in con¬ 
junction, though in opposite directions. The series on imagination deals 
with a resemblance between art objects and extrinsic nature. The series 
on wit deals with a kind of resemblance which is internal to a poetic 
composition—a resemblance between two parts of a metaphor, between 
two ideas or two word sounds. A literary student might well attempt 
an inquiry whether there is any rationale by which the two kinds of 
resemblance (internal and external to the poem) may be approximated 
to each other. If the structure of a poem is such that we may look on 
the whole (a kind of reflecting structure of metaphorically arranged 
parts) as a tacit larger metaphor or symbol of other areas of reality 
than those explicitly mentioned in the poem, then Addison’s remarks 
on the secondary or imitative imagination may invite being subsumed 
(and to some extent tested) under the general head of “wit.” 

One of the reasons why Addison praises the pleasures of the sec¬ 
ondary imagination (and we shall develop this idea further in a few 
pages) is the easiness and persuasiveness of these pleasures—no cudgel¬ 
ling of the brain needed to respond to a picture of a flower or of a 
beautiful flower girl, or to notice a camel in the clouds. At the same 
time (even though Addison sets some store by the element of sur¬ 
prise in almost any kind of artistic pleasure), 0 the main burden of the 
papers on wit is a protest that some forms of wit—the mixed and the 
false—are fantastic, far-fetched, over-ingenious. It would seem to be 
not only the purely verbal trick but the difficult metaphysical trick 
—the metaphors yoked together by violence—which Addison dislikes. 7 
“The pleasures of the fancy are more conducive to health, than those 
of the understanding, which are worked out by dint of thinking, and 
attended with too violent a labour of the brain” (No. 411). The ex¬ 
amples of “mixt wit” (the message writ in juice of lemon read by the 
heat of love’s flames, the lady’s eyes felt as burning glasses of ice) 
which Addison adduces from Cowley’s Mistress will perhaps be more 
readily seen as instances of extravagant metaphorical conceit than as 
the partial puns which Addison himself professes to see. 8 The contrast, 
though it is not overtly developed, between the two kinds of resem- 

c Cf. Clarence D. Thorpe, “Addison and Some of his Predecessors on ‘Nov¬ 
elty/ ” PMLA, LII (December, 1937), n 14-29. 

7 Cf. Robert L. Morris, “Addison’s Mixt Wit” MLN , LVI (December, 1942), 
666 - 8 . 

8 See ante Chapter 12, p. 232. 


257 Addison and Lessing: Poetry as Pictures 

blance, the metaphoric, intellective, difficult metaphysical, and the literal, 
pictorial, easy “imaginative,” invites us to look on the latter as the wit 
of the new epistemology—nature’s wit in shaping a cloud like a camel, 
the artist’s wit in making a portrait remind us of a lovely girl. 9 

Addison’s argument in Spectator No. 411 that the sense of sight 
is by far the most richly dowered in pleasures of the imagination is 
almost a metaphysical argument (almost neo-Platonic and scholastic). 
But the margin by which it fails to be such an argument is important. 
The older argument for the aesthetic superiority of sight, and of hear¬ 
ing (the sensits maxima cognoscitivi ), worked (through analogy) in 
the direction of form and intelligibility. The new argument worked 
(literally) in the direction of diversified pleasurable excitements. A medie¬ 
val theorist would have said, for instance, that the art of painting looked 
(through the analogy of brilliance) toward the mind. A later 18th-century 
literary theorist, writing in a highly Addisonian vein, would propose 
explicitly: “the Poet writes principally to the eye.” 1 The sense of sight 
(aside from the fact that in the Lockean and Addisonian system it 
enjoyed only a secondary and subjective status) suffered the limitation 
of being but another sense of touch—long-range and hypersensitive, 
“more delicate and diffusive.” Addison’s main thesis, unmistakable de¬ 
spite the cul-de-sacs with which his papers are amusingly varied, is that 
the pleasures of the imagination are the pleasurable sensations stimu¬ 
lated in ourselves directly by certain external causes or indirectly by 
reasonably close imitations of or substitutes for such causes. 2 “The Pleas¬ 
ures of the Imagination, taken in the full Extent,” explains Addison, 
“arc not so gross as those of Sense, nor so refined as those of the Un¬ 
derstanding” (No. 411). But the word “sense” in this sentence has 
abruptly acquired the special meaning of “lower sense” (touch, taste, 
or smell presumably), for nothing in Addison’s system can be clearer 
than that the pleasures of the imagination all proceed from the sight, 
and that sight is a “sense.” 

9 In Spectator No. 62 Addison includes “external mimicry” among the forms 
of false wit. In No. 416 the secondary pleasures of imitative art arc explained as 
arising from the exercise of our faculty of comparing and are explicitly associated 
with wit. In No. 418 the pleasure arising from the description of an unpleasant object 
like a dunghill is said to be “more properly called a pleasure of the understanding 
than of the fancy.” 

1 Erasmus Darwin, The Botanic Garden (London, 1791), Part II, p. 48 (Inter¬ 
lude to Canto I, The Loves of the Plants ). And a German theorist Wilhelm Heinse 
(1746-1804) would say: “Painting and sculpture serve first of all lust.” Gilbert and 
Kuhn, p. 311. 

2 “My Design being first of all to Discourse of those Primary Pleasures of the 
Imagination, which entirely proceed from such Objects as are before our Eyes; and 
in the next place to speak of those Secondary Pleasures of the Imagination which 
flow from the Ideas of visible Objects, when the Objects are not actually before the 
Eye, but are called up into our Memories, or formed into agreeable Visions of 
Things that are cither absent or Fictitious” (No. 411). 
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III 

Yet not “so refined” in its pleasures as the Understanding. And not so 
difficult. The main reason for the new sensationalist trend in theory 
of the arts (the heavy investment in sweet and grand stimulations) lay, as 
we have already suggested, in the fact that the other side of contem¬ 
porary philosophy, its rationalistic and supposedly superior side, was 
too sterile and discouraging. The same Hobbes who had laid out the 
easy definition of “imagination” as decaying sense had also said this: 

We must consider that although sense and memory of things, 
which are common to man and all living creatures, be knowl¬ 
edge, yet because they are given us immediately by nature, and 
not gotten by ratiocination, they are not philosophy. 3 

It was of course possible for a literary theorist to pursue not the Ad¬ 
disonian alternative but actually this rational line. It was done less in 
England than in Cartesian France, where some critics of Addison’s day 
had the disillusioning candor to style themselves geo?netrss y or to 
boast of their esprit gtometrique . Consider, for instance, the statement 
of the Homeric critic Terrasson: 

The way to think about a literary problem is that pointed out 
by Descartes for problems of physical science. A critic who 
tries any other way is not worthy to be living in the present 
century. There is nothing better than mathematics as a propae¬ 
deutic for literary criticism. 4 

For the literary man of the other temper, the British empiricist, 
the threat of that cold mathematical realm of reality—the “unearthly 
ballet of bloodless categories”—was all too imminent—the tissue of 
colorful ocular pleasures by which he protected himself all too flimsy. 
Addison himself, in Spectator No. 413, on final causes, the reasons why 
God has made the world beautiful, writes a passage which reveals with 
shocking clarity how forcefully the Lockean epistemology of subjective 
secondary qualities, and the Newtonian corpuscular universe which 
causes the experience of such qualities by its incessant bombardment 

8 Elements of Philosophy , I, i, 2, quoted by D. G. James, The Life of Reason 
(London, 1949), PP- 54 -^ 5 - 

4 Dissertation Critique sur Ullhde (THomere , 1715, Preface, p. 65. “Toutes les 
critiques que Perrault , Fontenelle > La Motte dirigent contre les Oeuvres particu - 
lieres des anciens sont fondSes sur ce principe. Ce que je ne comprends pas ne 
saurast etre faisonnable” (Gustave Lanson, “Sur Vlnfluence de la Philosophic Carte - 
sienne star la Litterature Frangaise” Revue de Metaphysique et Morale , IV, 517-50, 
quoted by Austin Warren, Alexander Pope as Critic and Humanist [Princeton, 1929] 

p. 17). 
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of our sensoriums, had laid hold of the “imagination” of the age. Sup¬ 
pose we had to see the world as it really is—without its colors. 

Things would make but a poor Appearance to the Eye, if we 
saw them only in their proper Figures and Motions: And what 
Reason can we assign for their exciting in us many of those 
Ideas which are different from any thing that exists in the 
Objects themselves, (for such are Light and Colours) were it 
not to add Supernumerary Ornaments to the Universe, and 
make it more agreeable to the Imagination? . . . what a rough 
and unsightly Sketch of Nature should we be entertained with, 
did all her Colouring disappear, and the several Distinctions of 
Light and Shade vanish. 5 

British critics, on the whole, escaped the geometric urge. They did 
exhibit nevertheless a strong desire to account for aesthetic experience 
by fixed external causes, either grossly observable, or corpuscular. As 
Burke was to put it in his youthful A Philosophical Inquiry into the 
Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757): 6 “Beautiful 
objects” are “small,” “smooth,” gently curved, “delicate,” “clean and 
fair” (III, xiii-xviii). 7 “Beauty is, for the greater part, some quality in 
bodies acting mechanically upon the human mind by the intervention 
of the senses” (III, xii). “Beauty acts by relaxing the solids of the 
whole system” (IV, xix). With a more pictorial emphasis on the ob¬ 
served object, Henry Home, Lord Karnes, would write in his Elements 
of Criticism (1762): 

Such is our nature, that, upon perceiving certain external ob¬ 
jects, we arc instantaneously conscious of pleasure or pain: a 
gently-flowing river, a smooth extended plain, a spreading oak, 
a towering hill, are objects of sight that raise pleasant emotions: 
a barren heath, a dirty marsh, a rotten carcase, raise painful emo¬ 
tions. 

Elevation touches the mind no less than grandeur doth; and, 
in raising the mind to elevated objects, there is a sensible 
pleasure: the course of nature, however, hath still a greater in¬ 
fluence than elevation; and therefore, the pleasure of falling with 
rain, and descending gradually with a river, prevails over that 

3 Addison refers to the Eighth Chapter of the Second Book of Mr. Locke’s 
Essay. 

0 “Second Edition with an Introductory Discourse concerning Taste, and Several 
Other Additions,” 1759. We quote the edition of Glasgow, 1818. 

7 “Observe that part of a beautiful woman, where she is, perhaps, the most beau¬ 
tiful, about the neck and breasts; the smoothness; the softness; the easy and insensible 
swell; the variety of the surface, which is never, for the smallest space, the same; the 
deceitful maze, through which the unsteady eye slides giddily, without knowing where 
to fix, or whither it is carried” (III, xv). “An air of robustness and strength is very 
prejudicial to beauty” (III, xvi). 
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of mounting upward. But where the course of nature is joined 
with elevation, the effect must be delightful: and hence the 
singular beauty of smoke ascending in a calm morning. 8 

The sublime, as it had been hinted long ago by Longinus and recently 
developed in a trend of criticism to be noticed further in our next 
chapter, was particularly susceptible to this kind of causative explana¬ 
tion. “The noise of vast cataracts,” says Burke, “raging storms, thunder, 
or artillery, awakes a great and awful sensation in the mind.” “A low, 
tremulous, intermitting sound ... is productive of the sublime” (II, 
xvii, xix).° The philosophy of the aesthetic according to its guaranteed 
external causes was perhaps not very unfairly summarized in a joke 
recorded by A. W. Schlegel: According to Burke, “the Beautiful is a 
tolerably pretty strumpet, and the Sublime is a grenadier with a big 
moustache.” 1 

Such a definitive location of aesthetic objects allied itself quite 
readily with a concept of sensational immediacy and compulsion—a 
stage beyond the mere idea of easiness. “Of the emotions thus produced,” 
said Karnes, “we inquire for no other cause but merely the presence 
of the object.” 

And Addison: 

It is but opening the Eye, and the Scene enters. The Colours 
paint themselves on the Fancy, with very little Attention of 
Thought or Application of Mind in the Beholder. We are struck, 
we know not how, with the Symmetry of any thing we sec, and 
immediately assent to the Beauty of an Object, without enquir¬ 
ing into the particular Causes and Occasions of it. 2 

And Burke: 

The appearance of beauty as effectively causes some degree 
of love in us, as the application of ice or fire produces ideas 
of heat or cold.— Enquiry III, ii 

* Elements of Criticism , 1805, I, 30 (Chap. 2); I, 22 (Chap. 1). Compare Mark 
Akenside's didactic blank verse poem, The Pleasures of Imagination , 1744- 

°Thc list extends through Sections iii-xx. John Dennis, The Grounds of Criti- 
cis?n in Poetry , 1704, draws up a similar list of objects which inspire the lofty emotion 
of terror: Gods, Daemons, Hell, Spirits, and Souls of Men, Miracles, Prodigies, En¬ 
chantments, Witchcraft, Thunder, Tempests, Raging Seas, Inundations, Torrents, 
Earthquakes, Volcanoes, Monsters, Serpents, Lions, Tygers, Fire, War, Pestilence, 
Famine. 

1 A. W. Schlegel, Vorleswigen iiber Schonc Litteratur und Kunst (Hcilbronn, 
1884), I, 63: “Man hat ganz treffend cingewandt: nach Burke sey eine nur leidlich 
artige Buhlerin schon , und ein Grenadier mit einevi grossen Schnurrbartc erhaben” 
The translation, perhaps a slight improvement on the original, is Saintsbury's, III, 
400. 

2 Spectator No. 411. No. 409 compares a taste in writing to a taste in tea. 
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The Abbe J. B. Du Bos in his Reflexions critiques sur la poesie et sur 
la peinturc, 1719, drew a parallel between the pleasures of the aesthetic 
taste and those of cookery. 

Do we stop to reason about the merit of a stew? Do we appeal 
to geometric principles of flavor, or attempt a scientific descrip¬ 
tion of ingredients, or debate about their proportion—before 
we decide if the stew is good or bad? 3 

Do we indeed? The force of such a question was one powerful per¬ 
suader to a strictly sensuous theory of the aesthetic. 

Continental philosophers in the Cartesian heritage, Leibniz in his 
Medhationes de Cognitione, Vent ate, et Ideis, 1684, and Baumgarten, 
in his Philosophical Thoughts on Matters Connected 'with Poetry 9 1735, 4 
made a special contribution to the dissociation of sensibility when they 
formulated the theory that beauty is experienced not in Cartesian clear 
and distinct ideas, but in ideas that are clear though confused, that is, 
in “sensuous” ideas (images). Clear but confusedly sensuous ideas (that 
is, ideas which are distinguishable from one another but not internally 
analyzable) constitute one form of the ineffable. The theory of the 
ineffable, the nameless object of “taste” (the Leibnizian je-ne-sais-quoi, 
in more amateurish terms the “grace beyond the reach of art”) 5 is 
strongly in the ascendant at the birth of modem aesthetics, and along 
with it, let us add, the theory of an “internal” aesthetic “Sense,” no 
less simple and ultimate than the external senses, no less autonomous, 
no less infallible. “Nor does there seem any thing more difficult in this 
matter, than that the Mind should be always determin’d to receive the 
Idea of Sweet, when Particles of such a Form enter the Pores of the 
Tongue.” 8 


IV 

The term “aesthetic,” which has been creeping into our discussion of 
the last few pages, can be justified here in part by its etymology and 
its Platonic meaning of a sheerly sensate, phenomenal or phantasmal, 
kind of experience. A poetics of sensational pleasure is, in that simple 
sense, necessarily an “aesthetic.” But there is another and a more pre¬ 
cisely historical sense which does much to justify the use of the term 

8 Reflexions II, xxii. 

4 See Reflections on Poetry , Alexander Gottlieb Bavmgarteris Medhationes 
pbilosophicae de nonmdlis ad poema pertinentibus, trans. Karl Aschenbrenner and 
William B. Holthcr (Berkeley and Los Angelas, 1954). 

5 Samuel H. Monk, “A Grace Beyond the Reach of Art,” JHl , V (1944), 131-50. 
• Francis Hutcheson, An Inquiry into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and 

Virtue, 1725, VI, x. Cf. Garence D. Thorpe, “Addison and Hutcheson on the Imagi¬ 
nation,” ELH, II (1925). 222-9. 
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“aesthetic” in referring to the poetics conditioned for Addison by the 
epistemology of Locke and Hobbes. During this age, as we have re¬ 
marked a few lines above, arose the modem concept of general “aes¬ 
thetics,” the general philosophy of the higher arts. Poetry, as we have 
seen, had been discussed in antiquity at times under the rubric of the 
fine or the beautiful (to baton), but more readily, along with rhetoric, 
under the rubric of art or technique ( techne ), and again in the Middle 
Ages chiefly under the latter. It remained for the Renaissance, with the 
aid of a neo-Platonic historical appeal, to shift the emphasis in speaking 
of the arts very pronouncedly toward the concept of the fine, the ideal, 
the beautiful, and at the same time to begin viewing several of the 
“imitative” arts as members of one general and literally unified category. 
A medieval accent on the intellectuality of such verbal arts as poetry 
and rhetoric (and along with them music, because of its mathematical 
component) was in the Renaissance gradually modified so as to admit 
to equal standing visual arts such as painting and sculpture. These had 
once been looked on as lower, because they were physical arts, manual 
or handicraft, like shoemaking. We find Italian painters of the 16th 
century, for instance, much concerned to argue that the manual char¬ 
acter of their effort was outweighed by the intellectual. Painting de¬ 
manded a knowledge of mathematics, especially in perspective, and of 
other sciences. Like poetry, it could achieve a moral end, for it could 
show human gesture and facial expression. 7 The argument could also 
become comic. Leonardo, in his comments Della Pittura , makes an 
invidious distinction between the art of the sculptor (laborious, with 
sweat and fatigue, and covered with stone dust) and that of the painter 
(elegantly and easily at work in his studio with brush and colors). 8 

During the 16th and 17th centuries appear various momentary and 
partial alignments of arts and sciences according to one principle or 
another. A sharp differentiation between arts and sciences appears to 
have been an event that had to wait on the late 17th-century quarrel 
between Ancients and Modems. Meanwhile, however, in Italy during 
the 16th century had arisen the term Arti del Disegno and in France 
during the 17th century the corresponding term Beaux Arts , both terms 
meaning in the main the newly unified and newly respected arts of 
visual appeal, painting, sculpture and architecture—though sometimes 
poetry and music were included. By the early 18th century, habits of 
thinking about groups of the “imitative” and idealizing arts were closely 
approaching the concept of the “Fine Arts” which was to become so 
widely honored and so much taken for granted during the 19th and 

7 Thomas Munro, The Arts and Their Interrelations , p. 32. 

8 Munro, pp. 32-3» citing J. P. Richter, The Literary Works of Leonardo da 
Vinci (London, 1880), VoL I, No. 654. See a longer quotation by Jacques Maritain, 
Art and Scholasticism (New York, 1942), p. 156. 
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20th centuries. The Abb6 Du Bos’ Reflexiotis critiques sur la potsie et 
sur la peinture of 1719 says a good deal not only about painting and 
poetry but also about sculpture, engraving and music, and in the Eng¬ 
lish translation of this work in 1748 the word Music is added to the 
title. This was one milestone. But to the Abbe Charles Batteux, in his 
Les beaux arts reduits d im meme principe of 1746, seems to go the 
credit of having first defined and rationalized almost exactly the modem 
category. The common principle was “imitation of beautiful nature,” 
and the arts included were music, poetry, painting, sculpture, and the 
dance. Succeeding writers, notably the encyclopedists (Montesquieu, 
Diderot, D’Alembert) took up and broadcast the ideas of Batteux, sub¬ 
stituting for the dance architecture—and the grouping most often en¬ 
countered today was established. 9 Meanwhile, the German Leibnizian 
philosopher Alexander von Baumgarten, whose early work on Poetry 
we have already mentioned, had constructed the first sensuous philoso¬ 
phy of the fine arts and had given it the name Aesthetics. 1 

Such broadly inclusive theorizing came accompanied by a new kind 
of urge to draw parallels between the arts and to describe and criticize 
one art in terms of another. A visually centered sensationalist aesthetic 
such as we have noted in Addison’s Spectators might plausibly enough 
promote a discussion of poetry in terms taken from sculpture or paint¬ 
ing. And it happened too that antiquity provided a few hints for such 
a parallelism:—the equal mention in Axistotle’s Poetics of music, danc¬ 
ing, and painting as forms of mimesis; an even more ancient mot of 
Simonides, repeated by Plutarch (that painting is mute poetry, poetry 
a speaking picture); the general defence of the arts by Cicero in his 
speech for a poet threatened with banishment (habent onmes artes quod - 
dcnti commune vinculum ); and most persuasive of all the three words 
of Horace—so easily taken out of context 2 and then so easily misin¬ 
terpreted: ut pictura poesis* By the latter half of the 17th century the 
phrases of Horace and Simonides had accumulated through repetition 

9 Paul O. Kristeller, “The Modem System of the Arts: A Study in the History 
of Aesthetics” JH 1 , XII (October, 1951), 40 - 5 * 7 ; XIII (January, 1952), 17-46. See 
csp. XII, 497-524 (“Beaux Arts”), 525-7 (Ancients and Modems); XIII, 18-23 (Du 
Bos and Batteux and the Encyclopedists). D’Alembert’s Discours preliminsdre to the 
Enyclopedie I (1751), 117* makes the substitution of architecture for the dance: 
“La peinture , la sculpture , Parchitecture , la poSsie, la musique et leurs differentes 
divisions composent la troisieme distribution g&nerale , qui mat de Pimagination et 
dont les parties sont comprises sous le nom de beaux-arts” (Kristeller, XIII, 23). 

1 His work of that tide, appeared in 1750. 

2 Ut pictura poesis: erit quae , si propius stes, te capiat magis } et quae dam,, si 
longius abstes ( 11 . 361-2). That is, some pictures are murals , and some miniatures — 
and so with poems . 

8 The authority of the phrase had perhaps always threatened. Saintsbury (I, 
398) points out that Venandus Fortunatus in an episde to Syagrius of Autun intro¬ 
duces an elaborate “shaped” poem and argues for this combination of visual and 
verbal art “by a twist of the Horatian tag” 
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and debate a considerable weight of authority. Thus in the opening 
lines of a popular poetical treatise (paralleling Horace’s Ars Poetica 
and Boileau’s Art Poetique ) the De Arte Grephice by the French painter 
Charles Alphonse Du Fresnoy: 

Ut picture poesis erit; similisque Poesi 
Sit Picture; .... 

.... vmta Poesis 
Dicitur haec , Picture loqucus solet ilia voceri. 

A poem is like a picture; so a picture ought to try to be like 
a poem. ... a picture is often called silent poetry; and poetry 
a speaking picture. 

This poem was translated into English by no less a man of letters than 
Dryden in 1695 and given a lengthy theoretical Preface containing a 
“Parallel Between Poetry and Painting.” The plot of a poem, for in¬ 
stance, is, as Aristotle had suggested, like the line drawing or sketch 
for a painting. The diction and imagery are like the colors (the out¬ 
line “to advantage” filled). 4 

The theory in the phrase ut picture poesis worked in complemen¬ 
tary directions between the arts of painting and poetry: It worked for 
a literary influence on painting and a judgment of painting in literary 
terms; and at the same time for a painterly influence on literature and 
a corresponding kind of judgment. 5 The first of these influences is not 
directly a matter of literary criticism; but it may be examined as a 
highly instructive parallel. For the theory was not only technical (con¬ 
cerned with colors, outlines, ways of painting clouds, shadows, and light, 
and of grouping figures) but very broadly humanistic—historical and 
heroic. That is, both poetry and painting were said to aim at imitation: 
the most proper subject of imitation was human nature, and not or¬ 
dinary but ideal or heroic human nature. The models for either paint¬ 
ing or poetry might be found alike in the classics. More precisely, the 

4 Cf. ante Chapter 12, p. 245. When Augustan theorists took an anti-rhetorical 
stand, that is, when they wished to stress their dedication to the main design or 
grand total meaning and their relative contempt for the stylistic niceties, they found 
this analogy quite convenient. 

“The words arc the colouring of the work, which, in the order of nature, is last 
to be considered. The design, the disposition, the manners, and the thoughts, arc all 
before it. . . . Words, indeed, like glaring colours, arc the first beauties that arise 
and strike the sight; but, if the draught be false or lame . . . then the finest colours 
are but daubing.”—Dryden, Preface to Fables , 1700 ( Essays, ed. Ker, II, 252-253) 

Cf. L. I. Bredvold, Selected Poems of Alexander Pope (New York, 1926), 
pp. xvi^-xvii, parallel quotations from the French academicians Felibien and Le Brun 
and from Gildon and Pope. The Lockean assignment of color to the subjective sec¬ 
ondary status worked in fairly close harmony with Platonic neo-classic tendencies 
toward the abstract universal. Cf. post Chapter 15. 

6 William G. Howard, “Ut Pictura PoesisPM LA, XX IV (1909)1 46-123; 
Cicely Davies, “Ut Pictura Poesis” MLR, XXX (1935)* 159-69- 
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models for historical, or narrative, painting (the highest genre, as epic 
was the highest in poetry) might be found in the literary classics. The 
painter had to be not only accomplished in his technique of color and 
shape, but “learned” in the important subject matters—classical mythol- 
ogy and Christian Scriptures. A critique of Nicolas Poussin’s Biblical 
painting “The Fall of Manna in the Desert” by the French Academicians 
is a remarkable illustration. Here was the graphic telling of an action, 
single, of sufficient size and completeness, in a mode highly compatible 
with the rules laid down in Aristotle’s Poetics. It had a beginning (the 
downcast state of those Israelites who had not yet noticed the manna), 
a middle, with a peripeteia or turning point (the descent of the manna 
and the looking up of certain Israelites to see it), an end or denouement 
(the gathering and eating of the manna by certain others). So the ele¬ 
ment of time was caught and rendered in space, and so were cause and 
effect, the reasons for emotions and the expression of them. 0 

Another highly developed part of humanistic painting theory, one 
to which we have alluded briefly at the opening of this chapter, related 
precisely to the visual symptoms by which human emotion is betrayed. 
The French Academicians in general made this their concern, but none 
more systematically than the official painter to Louis XIV, Charles Le 
Brun, in his treatise entitled Expression des passions. As a recent writer 
has happily phrased it, this work put “Descartes’ psychology . . . vir¬ 
tually on the tip of the young painters’ brushes.” 7 A translation of the 
work that appeared in London as late as 1813, with twenty copper en¬ 
gravings, gives, for example, the following caption for the picture of 
“Sadness.” 

The dejection that is produced by sadness makes the Eye brows 
rise towards the middle of the forehead more than towards the 
Cheeks; the Eye ball appears full of perturbation; the white of 
the Eye is Yellow, the Eye lids are drawn down and a little 
swell’d; all about the Eyes is livid; the Nostrils are drawn 
downward; the Mouth is held open and the comers are drawn 
down; the head carelessly leaning on One of the Shoulder[s]; 
the face is of a lead Colour the lips of pale. 8 

6 Rensselaer W. Lee, “Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanistic Theory of Painting,” 
The Art Bulletin , XXII (December, 1940), esp. 223-5. 

7 Brewster Rogerson, “The Art of Painting the Passions,” JHI } XIV (January, 
*953)» 7 5 - Rogerson's account (pp. 68-94) extends to the arts in general—for not 
only painting but all such visual and auditory arts as poetry, oratory, acting, and 
music were arts of “painting” the passions. He points out that the theory of expres¬ 
sive signs involved runs back through the Renaissance, appearing prominently, for 
instance, in Leonardo’s remarks on painting and in Lomazzo's handbook of 1585, 
and that it finds its classical authority in Aristode’s Rhetoric III, 1 and 7, and in 
Quintilian's Institutes XI, iii, 61 ff. 

8 Rogerson, loc. cit^ p. 76. Cf. Edmund Burke's account of what beauty does 
to the beholder, quoted post Chapter 14, p. 299. 
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Wc are now in a position to notice a curious contrast between the 
influence of literary norms on painting and the influence of painting 
norms on literature. Whereas the influence of literature on painting was 
broadly intellectual and humanistic, the reciprocal influence of painting 
on literature was in the long run if not anti-intellectual and anti-human¬ 
istic at least markedly non-humanistic and sensational. At its best, the 
new influence was part of a blandly urged general movement of human 
nature (toward landscape) which was in progress throughout the 18th 
century, a substitution of landscape for the older ethical structure of 
values as the objective counterpart of human emotions. 0 It was not in 
the heroic historical pictures of French and Italian painters that the poets 
had a great deal to learn (the historical pictures were learned from 
poetry itself), but in pictures where the painters were not so closely 
rivaling earlier poets, that is, in landscapes—the serenely classical ones 
by Claude (with their human elements static and remote—a group of 
fishing peasants by a stream, a boat in a bay, a shepherd with his flock, 
the porticos of temples on hilltops rising out of valley mists) or the wild 
and ragged ones by Salvator Rosa (the crags, the brown and blasted 
heaths and twisted trees, the torrents, and the ruined Gothic arch or 
tower). A distinct reflection of these painting styles appears throughout 
English topographical and descriptive poetry of the iSth century. 1 On 
the theoretical side, the classic quotation is from James Thomson’s allegor¬ 
ical, Spenserian description of the castle of Indolence. 

Sometimes the Pencil in cool airy Halls 
Bade the gay Bloom of vernal Landskips rise, 

Or Autumn’s varied Shades imbrown the Walls: 

Now the black Tempest strikes the astonish’d Eyes; 

Now down the Steep the flashing Torrent flies; 

The trembling Sun now plays o’er Ocean blue, 

And now rude Mountains frown amid the Skies; 

Whate’er Lorrain light-touched with softening Hue, 

Or savage Rosa dash’d, or learned Poussin drew. 

—I, xxxviii 

A fair example of the execution, the actual significance for poetry of the 
liaison with painting, is this Claudian perspective across the landscaped 
estate of Hagley Park—from the last edition of Thomson’s Spring during 
his lifetime (1744): 

Meantime you gain the Height, from whose fair Brow 
The bursting Prospect spreads immense around; 

°Cf. H. M. McLuhan, “Tennyson and the Analogy of the Picturesque,” Essays 
in Criticism, I (July, 1951), 262-82. 

1 See Elizabeth W. Manwaring, Italian Landscape in Eighteenth Century Eng¬ 
land (London, 1927)* 
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And snatch’d o’er Hill and Dale, and Wood, and Lawn 
And verdant Field, and darkening Heath between, 

And Villages embosom’d soft in Trees, 

And spiry Towns by dusky Columns mark’d 
Of rising Smoak, your Eye excursive roams . . . 

To where the broken Landskip, by degrees, 

Ascending, roughens into ridgy Hills; 

O’er which the Cambrian Mountains, like far Clouds 
That Skirt the blue Horizon, doubtful, rise.— 11 . 950-62 

Modern scholarship has labored the point that Italian and French paint¬ 
ing affected the actual landscaping of 18th-century English gardens and 
parks, an outdoor movement in which not only Lyttelton, the owner of 
Hagley, but Alexander Pope and other poets took an important part. 

V 

Friendly relations between poetry and the visual arts were also much 
assisted during the 18th century by antiquarian, virtuoso, and Helleniz- 
ing trends of the day. One of these was the “illustration” of classical 
literature by classical sculpture, reliefs, and medals—as in the encyclo¬ 
pedic dialogue Poly7?tetis } 1747, the work of the Oxford Professor of 
Poetry and friend of Pope, Joseph Spence. There was also the fresh 
illustration of classical poetry by living draughtsmen and at least an 
implicit judgment in favor of this poetry according to its capacity to 
inspire such illustration—as in the Count Caylus’ Tableaux TirSs de 
Tlliade, de rOdysee de Homere et de VEneide de Virgile , 1754-1758. 
Such matters were the theme of the archeologist Winckelmann’s Gedan - 
ken iiber die Nachahmung der griechischen Werke in der Alalerei und 
Bildhauerkunst , 1755. The instructive frontispiece of this book, in an edi¬ 
tion of 1756, shows the learned painter at work on a sacrifice of Iphigenia, 
Agamemnon holding his cloak to his eyes; on the ground at the painter’s 
feet are scrolls bearing versions of the story by Sophocles and Aeschylus, 
and in the painter’s left hand is the play by Euripides at the passage: 
“Putting his cloak before his eyes” ( hormnaton peplon protbeis). The 
appearance of the three books just mentioned precipitated in 1766 the 
most notable act of theorizing upon our theme to occur during the 18th 
century, the Laokoon 2 of G. E. Lessing. 

The German critic’s protest against the extravagance of the hu¬ 
manistic ut pictura poesis gets under way with some bickering about a 
Hellenistic sculptural group dug up on the site of Hadrian’s villa in 
1506 and lodged in the Vatican Museum. Why is the mouth of the priest 
Laokoon, entoiled in mortal struggle with the two serpents, not wide 
2 Laocoon } trans. William A. Steel, Everyman’s Library (London, 1930). 
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open in a shout of agony? Because, said Winckclmann, the Greek ideal 
of emotional restraint admirably forbade it. Because, says Lessing, a 
gaping cavity is a formal defect in a sculpture, and because the moment 
of the half-open mouth, short of the climax, is a highly “significant and 
fruitful” moment. 3 Students of antiquity had long considered the ques¬ 
tion whether or not the sculptural group was modeled upon the similar 
passage in the Second Book of Virgil’s Aeneid . There were those who 
believed it highly probable that the “honour of the invention and first 
conception” belonged to Virgil. Lessing would agree with the sequence 
but reverse the honors. Why does Virgil’s description of the incident 
differ in several important respects from the sculpture? Because, says 
Lessing, the sculptors, coming after Virgil, saw fit to improve upon 
him. There is no other way to explain the facts. With the sculptural 
model to work from, Virgil would have had no reason to deviate; 1 

Here we observe Lessing entangled (though like Laocoon uttering 
a half-suppressed cry of anguish) in the coils of the very critical assump¬ 
tion which the later chapters of his long essay so adroitly almost throw 
off. When he comes (Chapter XI) to consider the imbecilities of the 
Count Caylus, the attempts to exploit the greatness of Homer through 
pictures (“how much more perfect” the artist’s “delineations will prove 
the more closely he clings to the very smallest circumstances noticed 
by the poet”), Lessing deals with the real critical issue, if not definitively, 
at least very acutely. 

The difference, says Lessing in effect, between poetry and painting 
(Chapter XVI) is more important for criticism than the resemblance be¬ 
tween them. He was not the first to have said something like this. In 
the somewhat remote past Leonardo, with an insistence on the direct 
and natural appeal of paint to the eye, virtu visiva , had drawn a clear 
distinction, albeit all in favor of his own art. Both the 17th and the 18th 
century are full of casual protests against the prevailing trend toward 
assimilation. “Les mots et les couleurs ne sont choses pareilles says La 
Fontaine. “Ni les yeux ne sont les oreilles? 5 Within the more immediate 
era of 18th-century theorizing the Abbe Du Bos had distinguished be¬ 
tween the real imitations (“signes naturels”) of painting and the arbi¬ 
trary symbols (“signes artificiels”) of poetry. 6 In the fifth part of his 


8 Chapters I—III. Fixierte Blitz Goethe was to call this piece of sculpture, with 
a slightly different emphasis on the single moment. See Margarete Bieber, Laocoon 
(New York, 1942). 

4 Chapters V-VL The Laocoon, a composition in six pieces of stone by three 
Rhodian sculptors, Athenodorus, Polydorus, and Agesander, is dated by modem 
archeologists about 50 b.c. 

5 Conte du Tableau . See Atkins II, 329, for an instance of die distinction in 


antiquity. 

8 Reflexions I, xl. Cf. E. N. S. Thompson, “The Discourses of Sir Joshua Reyn¬ 
olds,” PMLA, XXXII (September, 1917), 342, on Johnson, Shaftesbury, and James 
Harris. 
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Inquiry (a work which Lessing long pondered translating) Burke had 
taken some pains to assert that words are not pictorial substitutes for the 
visible world. 7 Yet Lessing is the first to write an extended argument in 
an accent that establishes the importance of the question. The difference 
between poetry and painting, he says, is a basic difference, that between 
a medium of time and a medium of space. A medium of space can 
present corporeal objects directly and vividly; the same medium can 
present the actions of such bodies only indirectly and through images of 
the bodies themselves. Conversely, a medium of time can present actions 
directly and vividly, but can present bodies only indirectly and through 
actions. Certain passages of 18th-century nature poetry (for example, a 
flower stanza from Von Haller’s Alpen —a few English examples might 
have been found in Thomson’s Seasons) are adduced to show the 
opaque effect of over-thick painting—static and minute attention to the 
corporeal object. 8 Poetry ought to describe not objects as such but ob- 
* jects in action—not the color and shape of Helen but the effect of her 
beauty upon the lascivious graybeards of Troy. Writing as he does in 
the face of the classical doctrine, and that freshly sanctioned by the new 
empirical aesthetics, Lessing must be credited with a keen theoretical in¬ 
sight. An idea of his originality and daring may be got from the retro¬ 
spect of Goethe. 

One must be a youth to realize the effect exercised upon us by 
Lessing’s Laokoon , which transported us from the region of mis¬ 
erable observation into the free fields of thought. The long mis¬ 
understood lit pictura poesis was at once set aside; the differ¬ 
ence between art and poetry made clear; the peaks of both ap¬ 
peared separately, however near each other might be their 
bases. • . . 9 

Yet some reservations seem in order. A certain incompleteness of 
critical reorientation may perhaps be seen here and there in Lessing’s 
argument. There is, for example, his curious recommendation that poe¬ 
try should get around troublesome descriptive spots by the device of 
reducing them to some kind of narration. See how Homer does the 
shield of Achilles—an elaborate description but all conveyed in the pro¬ 
cess of the fabrication of the shield by Vulcan. See how Homer de¬ 
scribes the bow of Pandarus, all through an account of how a goat was 
hunted and killed to yield the horns of which the bow was made. See 
how Anacreon describes the lovely boy Bathyllus—by the exquisite con- 

7 In Spectator No. 416, Addison expresses the contrary view—that words can 
call up more lively images than nature itself 

»Cf. port. Chapter 15, p. 315, the recommendation of particulars by Joseph 
Warton and other English critics of the mid-century. 

0 Wabrbeit und Dicbtung VIII, quoted by James Sime, Lessing (London, 1877), 
I, 304; Cf. Goethe, Werke, XXVII (Weimar, 1889), 164. 
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trivancc of having his portrait made by a painter. In short, Lessing’s con¬ 
ception of the difference between painting and poetry, when put under 
the pressure of a practical application, seems to amount to a distinction 
between still pictures and moving pictures. He offers us an urgent in¬ 
vitation to speculate what would have happened to his theory if his ex¬ 
perience of artistic media had been broadened by an acquaintance with 
the cinema. His notion of the moving pictures that make up poetry 
would perhaps better correspond to the now archaic and naive phases of 
the modern cinematic art than to the advantages of verticality or as- 
sociational depth which have been explored in more recent techniques. 1 

Lessing’s theory leans all too clearly toward vividness or illusionism, 
the enargeia , the phantasiae of the ancient rhetoricians, though in a foot¬ 
note he astutely identifies those very figures with 18th-century poetical 
pictures. 2 The fact that he actually countenanced this aesthetic norm, 
while perhaps believing that he was severe upon it, is suggested not only 
in Laokoon but in some moments of his dramatic theory. He was a 
pioneer German dramatic critic and a rebel against French neo-classicism. 
He had an ideal of intensity for poetry, and especially for drama, which 
he explained by starting with that distinction between natural and arti¬ 
ficial signs which we have already cited from the Abbe Du Bos. Thus in 
a letter written to a friend about the reception of the Laokoon : 

Poetry must try to raise its arbitrary signs to natural signs: that 
is how it differs from prose and becomes poetry. The means 
by which this is accomplished are the tone of words, the posi¬ 
tion of words, measure, figures and tropes, similes, etc. All these 
make arbitrary signs more like natural signs, but they do not 
actually change them into natural signs; consequently all genres 
which use only these means must be looked upon as lower kinds 
of poetry; and the highest kind of poetry will be that which 
transforms the arbitrary signs completely into natural signs. That 
is dramatic poetry. 3 

That is to say: the directness of drama, the mimetic use of language as 
the speech of dramatic persons, is more poetically important than the 
poet’s management of language, his rhythms, and his figurative imag¬ 
ination. A passage in the Laokoon which Lessing permitted himself to 
indulge in almost as if it were a joke gives perhaps a better clue to the 
power which he actually displayed as dramatic critic in his celebrated 
Hamburg Dramaturgy . In his discussion of the Homeric lines on the 

1 Cf. Sergei Eisenstein, The Film Sense, trans. Jay Leyda (New York, 1947), 
passim, and especially “montage,” pp. 3-12, 30-6, 43-6. 

2 Chapter XXV. 

3 Letter to Nicolai, May 26, 1769, about a review of Laokoon by Garve, quoted 
by Wellek, History, I, 164-5, from Lessing’s S'dmtlichc Werke , ed. K. Lachmann and 
F. Munckcr (Leipzig, 1886-1924), XVII, 290-1. 
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sceptre of Agamemnon he seems partially at a loss to explain their power. 
Somewhat diffidently and apologetically, he assumes the manner of a 
Hellenistic grammarian—or perhaps of some future pedant-exegete— 
and writes the following reverie: 


It would not surprise me if I found that one of the old com¬ 
mentators of Homer had admired this passage as the most per¬ 
fect allegory of the origin, progress, establishment, and heredi¬ 
tary succession of the royal power amongst mankind. True, I 
should smile if I were to read that Vulcan, the maker of this 
sceptre, as fire, as the most indispensable thing for the preserva¬ 
tion of mankind, represented . . . the satisfaction of those 
wants which moved the first men to subject themselves to the 
rule of an individual monarch; that the first king, a son of Time 
(Zens, Kronion), was an honest ancient who wished to share 
his power with, or wholly transfer it to, a wise and eloquent 
man, a Mercury . . . that the wily orator, at the time when the 
infant State was threatened by foreign foes, resigned his su¬ 
preme power to the bravest warrior. ... I should smile, but 
nevertheless should be confirmed in my esteem for the poet to 
whom so much meaning can be attributed.—Chapter XVI 


VI 

But ut pictura poesis was part of something larger, a general ground 
swell toward assimilating the arts which a Laokoon could scarcely have 
much success in checking. A companion movement which should be 
noticed here, though more briefly, was that toward unifying the arts of 
poetry and music, the restoration of that primitive harmony and sister¬ 
hood which had been noted with approval by Plato and illustrated by 
such classical figures as Orpheus and Timotheus and in the Old Testa¬ 
ment by David. The modern separation of music and poetry was an 
actuality which had begun to emerge during the 16th century with the 
specialized development of instrumental music. But even during the 
same period a theoretical drive toward unifying these arts had begun 
with the musical academies (Bai’f’s Acadeviie de Poesie et de Musique 
most notably in France and in Italy the Florentine Camerata). 4 This was 
a^ reaction, towards simplicity and naturalism, against the contrapuntal 
intricacies of polyphonic music in the medieval tradition. The movement 
continued arid gained strength through the 17th century as part of the 
same humanistic yearning for emotive imitation which we have sampled 

4 See James E. Phillips, “Poetry and Music in the Seventeenth Century” in 
Music eb* Literature in England in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Los 
Angeles: William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, 1953), pp. 2-18. 
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in the theory of poetry and painting. The formula “poetry plus melody 
equals music” meant first, in the 16th and early 17th centuries, that music 
was to serve the higher, more intellectual and imitative purposes of 
poetry. The proposed ideal was a single melodic line closely matching 
the verbal line, note for syllable, quantity for quantity, and aiming even 
at some degree of story-telling, that is, a harmony of notes and “modes” 
with passions and motions, with heights and depths of verbal meaning. 

If the subject be light, you must cause your music to go in 
motions which carry with them a celerity or quickness of time 
. . . ; if it be lamentable, the note must go in slow and heavy 
motions. . . . Moreover, you must have a care that when your 
matter signifieth ascending, high heaven and such like, you make 
your music ascend; and ... where your ditty speaks of de¬ 
scending, lowness, depth, hell and other such, you must make 
your music descend. For as it will be thought a great absurdity 
to talk of heaven and point downward to the earth: so it will be 
counted great incongruity if a musician upon the words He 
ascended into heaven should cause his music to descend. 5 

Thomas Campion’s songs and his theoretical aim (to “couple” his “words 
and notes lovingly together”), Milton’s Covins and the music of Henry 
Lawes 6 are examples which will readily occur to the student of English 
poetry. 

Later, in the second half of the 17th century, the subserviency of 
music to poetry was reversed. Poetry came actually to be written to 
meet the requirements of musical setting. Witness the operas of Dryden, 
or the tame libretto of Tate’s Dido and Aeneas , for the music of Purcell. 
The poetry, Dryden complained in his Preface to Albion and Albanins , 
1685, must “please hearing rather than gratify understanding.” “The 
same reasons which depress thought in an opera have a stronger effect 
upon the words.” The trend of the times is manifest in the social and 
musico-dramatic forms which were increasingly popular—opera, orato¬ 
rio, song, ballad, hymn, and the great Pindaric ode for music, which 
began in 1683 with the London Musical Society’s annual performance 
of an ode celebrating the powers of music and paying honor to the 
patron saint of Christian music, St. Cecilia. 7 Dryden’s two poems for St. 
Cecilia’s Day are magnificent instances of that genre of poetry which 
came to be written as an invitation to an exercise of powers by the 

6 Thomas Morlcy, A Plain and Easy Introduction to Practical Music } 1597, 

2 uoted by Bertrand H. Bronson, “Some Aspects of Music and Literature in the 
Eighteenth Century,” in Music dr Literature . . . , p. 31. 

6 Cf. Willa M. Evans, Henry Lawes , Musician and Friend of Poets (New York, 
1941), pp. 90-109. 

7 Cf. Robert M. Myers, “Neo-Classical Criticism of the Ode for Music,” PMLA> 
LXII (June, 1947), 399-4* 
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musical composer. A series of stanzas from the first of these poems, the 
“Song for St. Cecilia’s Day, 1687,” will illustrate the poetic range. 

III 

The trumpet’s loud clangor 
Excites us to arms 
With shrill notes of anger 
And mortal alarms. 

The double double double beat 
Of the thundering drum 
Cries: “Hark! the foes come; 

Charge, charge, ’tis too late to retreat.” 

IV 

The soft complaining flute 
In dying notes discovers 
The woes of hopeless lovers. 

Whose dirge is whisper’d by the warbling lute. 

V 

Sharp violins proclaim 
Their jealous pangs, and desperation, 

Fury, frantic indignation, 

Depth of pains, and height of passion, 

For the fair, disdainful dame. 

On the side of the music, it may be observed that Handel’s setting of 
this Song, for Soprano and Tenor, Chorus and Orchestra, 1739, is “about 
fifteen times” longer than a plain reading of the words. The word “war¬ 
bling,” for instance, is extended over six bars of vocalization, with “lute¬ 
like ‘warbling’ in the bass accompaniment.” 8 In this baroque elabora¬ 
tion, all those gains of the 16th-century humanists against medieval poly¬ 
phony were sadly voided—as John Wesley would complain in a pamphlet 
entitled Thoughts on the Power of Music and Dr. John Brown (1763) 
in his Dissertation on the Rise , Union , and Power , the Progressions , and 
Corruptions , of Poetry and Music. 9 

The effort on the side of poetry was carried into the 18th century 
with less success by Pope 1 and petered out in poems like Collins’ The 

8 Bertrand H. Bronson, “Some Aspects of Music and Literature in the Eight¬ 
eenth Century,” in Music & Literature, pp. 32, 38, 40. 

9 Bronson, loc . cit., p. 47, Wesley; Phillips, loc . cit ., p. 19, Brown. 

1 Ode for Music on St. Cecilia's Day , 1713. At a later date ( Dunciad I, 40) Pope 
would allude to “soft sing-song on Cecilia’s day.” His Epistle to Augustus and his 
Fourth Dunciad express the Aristotelian and intellectualist contempt of a literary 
man for the merely acoustic and emotive tendencies of Italian opera and for the 
concurrent optical excess or spcctacularism of the stage. 
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Passions: An Ode for Music (1747) and Gray’s Ode for Music , Irregular 
(1768), The end was indicated by the burlesque Cantata of Swift and 
Bonnell Thornton’s An Ode on St. Cecilia's Day , Adapted to the Ancient 
British Music , viz. the Salt-Box , the Jew's Harp , the Marrow-bones and 
Cleavers , the Humstrung or Hurdy-gurdy (1749). 2 The serious odes 
show us the painting of the passions in all the virtuosity of “vivid” 3 
allegorical image and metrical representation of movement. Diyden’s 
second poem, Alexanders Feast , so highly esteemed by himself and by 
several succeeding generations of critics, is without question the most 
flamboyantly successful demonstration of the technique. Its rapidly shift¬ 
ing succession of passionate announcements and appropriate rhythmical 
variations surely go far to justify the place it has long held in the reper¬ 
toire of school declamations. 

By the mid-18th century, English theorists were a highly vocal 
chorus, though today quite obscurely known—Avison, Mason, Jones, 
Beattie, Brown, Webb, Harris, and others. They picked up and carried 
along the theme of poetry and music at about the time when tit picture 
poesis was beginning to falter—and when the norm of classical imitation, 
in literary art at least, was beginning to shift toward that of romantic 
emotion and expression. This school of theorists contrived to recognize 
three main kinds of resemblance between music and poetry: 

1. Technical and formal. (The verbal “matter” of poetry was 
said to correspond to the harmony of music; the subject or 
story, to the melody; the meter, to the measure.) 

2. Imitative. (In the choral works of Bach and Handel, the 
voices rise, with the mention of hills, descend with the val¬ 
leys. Bach’s “Clavier-piece” imitates a post-horn and in Mo¬ 
zart’s Marriage of Figaro horns express cuckoldry.) 

3. Expressive. (Music expresses classes of passions—joy, grief, 
love. “To imitate the passions was to describe them in music; 
the pleasure of music was the pleasure of the passions them¬ 
selves.”) 4 

Correspondences of the second kind, the most distinctly recognizable, 
were looked on with some suspicion by the critics and were called 

2 Robert M. Myers, loc. cit. f pp. 410-11; A. D. McKillop, “Bonnell Thornton’s 
Burlesque Ode,” Notes and Queries , CXC 1 V (July 23, 1949), 321-4. 

3 Cf. Earl Wasserman, “The Inherent Values of Eighteenth-Century Personifi¬ 
cation,” PMLA , LXV (June, 1950), 444-8. 

% * See the valuable articles bv Herbert Al. Schucllcr, “Literature and Music as 

Sister Arts: An Aspect of Aesthetic Theory in Eighteenth-Century Britain,” PQ } 
XXVI (July, 1947), 193-205; “imitation* and Expression’ in British Music Criticism 
in the Eighteenth Century,” Musical Quarterly , XXXIV (October, 1948), 544-66; 
“The Pleasures of Music: Speculation in British Music Criticism, 1750-1800,” JAAC , 
VIII (March, 1950), 155-171; “The Use and Decorum of Music as Described in Brit¬ 
ish Literature, 1700 to 1780,” JHI , XIII (January, 195-), 73-93; “Correspondences 
Between Music and the Sister Arts, According to 18th Century Aesthetic Theory,” 
JAAC , XI (June, 1953), 334 - 59 - 
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musical “puns.” Comparative theorists of the day considered poetry to 
be the highest art, because it could say things. Painting was second. 
Music, third. Vocal music was preferred to instrumental. That is, the 
norm of imitation was (so far as formal commitments went) preferred 
to norms of sensory pleasure, of the geometric or formal, or even of 
direct emotive expression. The genres of opera, oratorio, and song were 
hailed as steps toward an ideal reunion of poetry and music, a restoration 
of music to its primitive and correct status as the handmaid of poetry. 
There were some Aristotelian echoes in this discussion (as in Thomas 
Twining’s notable edition of the Poetics, 1789) and doubtless a faintly 
quadrivial strain, some sound across the centuries from the Pythagorean, 
Platonic, and medieval aesthetic of harmonious numbers. 


VII 

Because of its basic assumption that the aim of the arts is a direct imita¬ 
tion of nature, 18th-century theory was in the curious position of seeing 
literature as. the contentual norm of painting and music, and at the same 
time of seeing either painting or music as the technical norm of litera¬ 
ture. For literature was clearly in possession of objects for imitation but 
was handicapped by having really no paint (no natural sensory signs) 
or none to speak of; painting itself was in a favorable middle position, 
having both definable objects and natural signs; while music (when pure 
and not allied to vocal art) was in the odd position of having a persua¬ 
sively direct sensory medium but no controllable correspondence be¬ 
tween the medium and any definite objects. 5 

Despite the analytic glance of a Lessing here and there, the tide of 
theory and taste moved toward a synthesis, inevitably to be made easier 
by the metaphysical ascendancy of idea over material in the romantic 
era. In the mid-18th century occur such phenomena as the Abbe Castel’s 
Clavecin de Couleurs and speculations such as Diderot’s on transfer of 
sense experience, 0 and in the early 19th century the references of Ger¬ 
man literary philosophers to architecture as frozen music, to poetry as 
music for the inner ear and painting for the inner eye. The verbal 
synaesthesis which is epidemic in romantic poetry and is advertised later, 
quite self-consciously, in such doctrinaire poems as those of Baudelaire 

5 The lesson of Professor Calvin Brown’s Music and Literature, a Comparison 
of the Arts (Athens, Georgia, 1948) would seem to be that music owes more to 
literature than it is able to repay. 

G Sce Irving Babbitt, The New Laokoon (Boston, 1910). The story of the 
man born blind who identified the color scarlet by the sound of a trumpet, first pub¬ 
lished in Locke’s Essay (from the communication of the Irish philosopher Molyneux), 
reverberated through the century. Cf. Marjorie Nicolson, Newton Demands the 
Muse (Princeton, 1946), pp. 83-5. 
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and Rimbaud on “correspondences,” the Pre-Raphaelite experiment, 7 the 
Wagnerian Gesavithinstwerk , the birth of ballet, the hero of Huysmans’ 
A Rebonrs playing his fugues on a taste organ of spigots inserted in kegs 
of liqueurs, all these are typical of a trend (a melange and confusion of 
the arts) which as late as 1910 provoked the Harvard humanist Irving 
Babbitt to write his summation and alarm entitled The New Laokoon. 
The vogue during recent centuries of what Tolstoy in a reactionary 
treatise characterizes as upper-class voluptuary art has been a vogue of 
sensory pleasures analogized and merged, and it has moved climactically 
away from objects of imitation toward media and hence toward the imi¬ 
tation of media by one another. 

When the center of life disappears, the arts of poetry become 
the art of poetry. And in an advanced stage of the evil, in the 
nineteenth century and today, we get the melange des genres , 
one art living off another, that the late Irving Babbitt so val¬ 
iantly combated without having understood the influences that 
had brought it about. Painting tries to be music; poetry leans 
upon painting; all the arts “strive toward the condition of 
music”; till at last seeing the mathematical structure of music, 
the arts become geometrical and abstract, and destroy them¬ 
selves. 8 


VIII 

The Abbe Charles Battcux had, as we have seen, reduced all the arts 
to a single principle, and his unified view of the fine arts taken up by 
Diderot and D'Alembert in the Encyclopedic , proved widely influential 
during the second half of the century. Batteux’s single “principle” was 
the classical principle of “imitation.” But no matter what the principle, 
the unification of the arts was a fertile ground for subsequent attempts 
at more or less scientific division and subdivision. Where Lessing was 
concerned only with the modest project of separating poetry from paint¬ 
ing (time from space), his contemporary’ and critic J. G. Herder dis¬ 
tinguished painting (the art of the eye), music (the art of the ear), and 
sculpture (the art of touch). And from these arts poetry differed yet 

7 Compare, for instance, D. G. Rossetti's painting The Blessed Damozel with 
his poem of the same title. “Whether this interpenetration of poetry and painting is of 
advantage to cither, may admit of question. . . . The sonnets of ‘The House of Life* 
have appeared to many readers obscure and artificial, the working out in language 
of conceptions more easily expressible by some other art. . . . Such readers arc apt 
to imagine that Rossetti suffers from a hesitation between poetry and painting. . . . 
The method proper to one an intrudes onto the other; everything the artist does has 
the air of an experiment; he paints poems and writes pictures’* (Henry A. Beers, A 
History of English Romanticism in the Nineteenth Century , New York, 1901, p. 307). 

8 Allen Tate, Reactionary Essays (New York, 1936), p. 5 $• 
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again. It was the only immediate art of the soul, the music of the soul— 
not work, but energy. 9 J. G. Sulzer’s Allgemeine Theorie der Schonen 
Kiinste , 1771-1774, an alphabetically arranged encyclopedia, divided the 
fine arts somewhat simply by media: color, body, tone, words. In his 
aesthetic entitled The Critique of Judgment , 1790, Kant arrived at a 
three-fold basic division of the arts corresponding to three characters 
of spoken communication, word, gesture, and tone: 1. arts of speech 
( redende Kiinste ), poetry and rhetoric; 2. arts of shaping ( bildende 
Kiinste ), architecture, sculpture, painting; 3. arts of beautiful sensory 
pattern ( Kiinste des schonen Spiels der Evrpfindungen), music and color 
design. 1 This became an important landmark. Still it was but a limited 
model for the brilliant efflorescence of “systems” which marks the sub¬ 
sequent history of general aesthetics—in the work of Hegel and a host 
of other 19th- and 20th-century continental writers. The system of the 
English acsthetician Sidney Colvin may be consulted in his article “Fine 
Arts” in the Encyclopedia Britannica, nth edition, 1910. The most re¬ 
cent system to appear is perhaps that of Etienne Souriau in his La 
Correspondence des Arts, 1947. 2 

The modern activity of classifying the arts has been an attempt to 
put certain traditionally distinguished arts into more or less neatly 
bounded areas in a pattern having two basic dimensions. These dimen¬ 
sions are, unavoidably: (1) the dimension of physical medium—under 
the aspects of time and space; and (2) the dimension of intellectual 
reference—positive and negative, that is, symbolic and non-symbolic. 
Attempts to add other basic dimensions 3 or to refine too far on the sub¬ 
divisions of these two have produced overlapping or have created areas 
of unoccupied abstraction. Such attempts have only accentuated the ir- 
reducibly concrete character of works of art. In the symbolic dimen¬ 
sion a useful division seems to be that (defined so early by the Abbe 
Du Bos) between more or less natural symbols (pictures) and more or 
less artificial symbols (words). But a great obstacle to tidiness in the 
whole system arises from the fact that in the physical dimension so 
radical a thing as movement appears in both space and rime—so that arts 
of movement in space (dancing, drama, opera) are inevitably also time 

0 Robert T. Clark, Jr., “Herder’s Conception of ‘Kraft,’” PMLA, LVII (1942), 
737-52. Herder’s distinctions appeared in his Plastik , 1778. 

1 Kristcller, loc. cit ., XIII, 43 n., 278, explains Kant’s Farbenkunst (mentioned 
also by Herder and by Mendelssohn) with reference to the Abbe Castcl’s color piano. 
For the moment we arc not concerned with Kant’s more radical preliminary dis¬ 
tinctions between science and skill, between mercenary art ( Lobnkunst , Handiscrk) 
and free art, between the merely pleasing ( angenebm ) and the beautiful ( sebon ). 
Cf. post Chapter 17, p. 371. 

2 Sec the excellent survey-in Thomas Munro’s The Arts and Their Interrela¬ 
tions (New York, 1949) , Chap. V. 

3 As: utilitarian and non-utilitarian (table utensils, sculpture); made with or 
without tools (sculpture, dancing). 
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arts, though not the only time arts. There are also time arts of pure sound 
(either symbolic or non-symbolic—poetry or music). The clement of 
symbol (natural, artificial, or combined) may obviously be joined with 
the elements of space, time and movement in a variety of complexes, 
from the simplicity of song to the hetereogeneity of opera. It is, in short, 
impossible to construct a classification both basic and abstract and yet 
precise enough to isolate the several arts as they arc traditionally and 
concretely marked off from one another. 4 

Our own effort to construct such a classification produces a table 
of the following sort. 



have some merit. It may have the merit of persuading us that some dif¬ 
ferences arc more basic than others—as that between symbolic and non- 
symbolic, that between space and time, or that between natural resem¬ 
blance and conventional sign. It may further remind us that art works 
are always concrete, that classifications are abstract, and that there are 


4 Etienne Souriau attempts to avoid the difficulty by making symbolic and 
non-symbolic his only two-fold division and multiplying across that the enumer¬ 
ation of the several media in one spectrum. Thus to the visual media of line, color, 
and volume he adds '‘luminosity/’ In the symbolic zone of his wheel he has a space 
for cinema, but in order to fill the corresponding non-symbolic space he has to 
make use of “luminous projections”; in the non-symbolic space corresponding to 
literature he has to introduce “pure prosody.” 
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differences between the concrete arts which are better bridged meta¬ 
phorically than literally. A theorist of poetry, being inevitably a person 
who subscribes to metaphoric and analogical ways of thinking, is in a 
good position to avoid both the fault of running the arts confusedly to¬ 
gether by metaphors which become literal and the opposite fault of cut¬ 
ting the arts off from one another too completely by the denial of all 
such relations. There are poetic dimensions which can never be described 
except metaphorically, and to keep open, if only tentatively, the time- 
honored metaphoric avenues may do something to prevent theoretical 
discussion from declining into the literalism of a quasi-scicntific seman¬ 
tics. 


SUPPLEMENT 

On the Camera Obscura 

Yield Raphael , Titian yield, whose mimic strife 
Would warm th’ unwilling Canvas into life; 

Colours more true shall in my Landskip glow, 

If equal to my Theme my Numbers flow; 

The Cioud-topt Summit, or cnamel’d Lawn, 

Woods, Rivers, Seas, by Nature’s Pencil drawn; 

By Art contracted shall Assistance bring, 

And from their blended Charms a fair* Creation spring. 

Thro’ the small Portal, see a gath’ring Ray, 

To the dark Room transmit a doubtful Day! 

Spontaneous Beauties fill th’ extended Scroll, 

Reflected Streams with silent Motion roll. 

—from The Museum , published by Robert Dodsley, No. 13, September 
12, 1746, pp. 492-3 


When taken out, the plate [of the Daguerreotype] does not at first appear to 
have received a definite impression—some short processes, however, develop 
it in the most miraculous beauty. All language must fall short of conveying 
any just idea of the truth, and this will not appear so wonderful when we 
reflect that the source of vision itself has been, in this instance, the designer. 
Perhaps, if we imagine the distinctness with which an object is reflected in a 
positively perfect mirror, we come as near the reality as by any other means. 
For, in truth, the Daguerreotypcd plate is infinitely (we use the term 
advisedly) is infinitely more accurate in its representation than any painting 
by human hands. If we examine a work of ordinary arp, by means of a power¬ 
ful microscope, all traces of resemblance to nature will disappear— but the 
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closest scrutiny of the photographic drawing discloses only a more absolute 
truth, a more perfect identity of aspect with the.thing represented. The varia¬ 
tions of shade, the gradations of both linear and aerial perspective are those of 
truth itself in the suprcmencss of its perfection. 

— Alexander's Weekly Messenger, Philadelphia, December 15, 1840, re¬ 
printed by Clarence S. Brigham, Edgar Allan Foe's Contributions to 
Alexander's Weekly Messenger (Worcester, Mass., 1943), p. 21- Poe’s 
authorship seems likely. 


The analogy anciently suggested in the phrase ut pictura poesis is a very hard 
one to keep down; it is revived with a varied accent according to the bent of 
each age . Mr. Allen Tate, in the essay from which we have quoted above, 
draws an interesting parallel between the poetry of John Peale Bishop and 
some features of 20th-century surrealism in painting. 

PERSPECTIVES ARE PRECIPICES 

Sister Anne, Sister Anne, 

Do you see anybody coming? 

I see a distance of black yews 
Long as the history of the Jews. 

I see a road sunned with white sand 
Wide plains surrounding silence. And 

Far off, a broken colonnade 
That overthrows the sun in shade. 

Sister Anne, Sister Anne, 

Do you see nobody coming? 

A man 

Upon that road a man who goes 
Dragging a shadow by its toes. 

Diminishing he goes, head bare 
Of any covering even hair. 

A pitcher depending from one hand 
Goes mouth down. And dry is sand 

Sister Anne, Sister Anne , 

What do you see? 

His dwindling stride. And he seems blind 
Or worse to the prone man behind. 


Sister Annel Sister Anne! 


zSi 
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I see a road. Beyond nowhere 
Defined by cirrus and blue air. 

I saw a man but he is gone 
His shadow into the sun. 

From Now with His Love by John Pcale Bishop; copyright 1933 by 

Charles Scribner’s Sons and used with their permission. 

As Bishop himself was to suggest in a lecture delivered partly as a response to 
Tate's essay,* a painting may do more than merely refer to time in the way it 
does when it shows a season or a time of day , a calendar or a clock. A painting 
may achieve something more like a direct presentation of the experience of 
time. This it can do by the use of perspective (a technique not merely of 
versimilitude but of temporal metaphor)? and by the use of successively placed 
and postured figures , as in a battle scene of raised , falling y and thrusting lances 
or swords , or in a Fall of Manna. Or fantastically , as in certain Siennese nar¬ 
rative paintings showing the same person simultaneously at different points on 
a roadJ By a technique approximately the counterpart of this , that is y by pat¬ 
terns of repetition and diminishment ( the refrain of Bishop's Perspectives), 
by a degree of overt reference to spatial features y and by certain associations 
with a style of painting y that of Salvador Dali in the present instance y the poet 
may achieve something curiously like a realization of space in the time art of 
words. 

Although each art has ... its own specific order of impressions, and an 
untranslatable charm, while a just apprehension of the ultimate differences of 
the arts is the beginning of aesthetic criticism; yet it is noticeable that, in its 
special mode of handling its given material, each art may be observed to pass 
into the condition of some other art, by what German critics term an Anders- 
streben —a partial alienation from its own limitations, through which the arts 
are able, not indeed to supply the place of each other, but reciprocally to lend 
each other new forces. 

Thus some of the most delightful music seems to be always approaching 
to figure, to pictorial definition. Architecture, again, though it has its own 
laws—laws esoteric enough, as the true architect knows only too well—yet 
sometimes aims at fulfilling the conditions of a picture, as in the Arena chapel; 
or of sculpture, as in the flawless unity of Giotto’s tower at Florence; and 
often finds a true poetry, as in those strangely twisted staircases of the 
chateaux of the country of the Loire, as if it were intended that among their 

5 “Poetry and Painting,” The Sewanee Review , LIII (Spring, 1945), 247-58. 

6 “The conquest of perspective by the great Western painters was no mere 
display of erudition or of virtuosity m imitation. It was what Oswald Spengler 
calls it, the creation of a spiritual space, ‘wide and eternal,’ which responds to the 
imperious need of Western man for a symbol of distance and the infinite” (Melvin 
Rader, A Source Book of Modem Aesthetics , Introduction, p. xii). 

7 Lessing refers to such pictures with disapproval. He is dealing with essentially 
the same problem as the 17th-century theorists of stage unity when they were con¬ 
fronted with the Italian perspective stage and the French medieval malsons. The 
question of what constitutes a true unity in painting—harmony of line and color, 
coherence of story, continuity of background, consistency of perspective, or mere 
adjacency of lines and colors—is one which we leave for the theorist of painting. 
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odd turnings the actors in a theatrical mode of life might pass each other un¬ 
seen; there being a poetry also of memory and of the mere effect of time, by 
which architecture often profits greatly. Thus, again, sculpture aspires out of 
the hard limitation of pure form towards color, or its equivalent; poetry also, 
in many ways, finding guidance from the other arts, the analogy between a 
Greek tragedy and a work of Greek sculpture, between a sonnet and a relief, 
of French poetry generally with the art of engraving, being more than mere 
figures of speech; and all the arts in common aspiring towards the principle 
of music; music being the typical, or ideally consummate art, the object of 
the great Anders-streben of all art, of all that is artistic, or partakes of artistic 
qualities. 

All art constantly aspires towards the condition of music . For while in 
all other kinds of art it is possible to distinguish the matter from the form, and 
the understanding can always make this distinction, yet it is the constant effort 
of art to obliterate it. That the mere matter of a poem, for instance, its subject, 
namely, its given incidents or situation—that the mere matter of a picture, the 
actual circumstances of an event, the actual topography of a landscape—should 
be nothing without the form, the spirit, of the handling, that this form, this 
mode of handling, should become an end in itself, should penetrate every 
part of the matter: this is what all art constantly strives after, and achieves in 
different degrees. 

—-Walter Pater, “The School of Giorgione,” in The Renaissance (Modern 

Library edition), pp. iio-ii 
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W E HAVE NOTED THAT A CERTAIN MISTRUST OF THE MEANINGS CON- 
veyed by poems, especially by witty or imaginative poems, had 
grown during the later 17th century with the growth of 
scientific philosophy. The epistemological charter of the new philosophy, 
the Hobbesian and Lockean sensationalism, had inspired its own kind of 
substitute for the moral, political, and religious values which the older 
defences of poetry had been likely to rely upon. In the place of Sidney’s 
“feigning notable images of virtues [and| vices,” appeared Addison’s 
ocular pleasures, the “beautiful,” the “grand,” and the “novel.” Here was 
a tendency to assign to poetry a new and simpler province, less pre¬ 
tentious, more soothing, and more easily amusing. This at least had the 
advantage of suggesting that poetry was something by itself, an innocent 
pleasure set aside from both the sterner prerogatives and the heavy re¬ 
sponsibilities which the didactic view would confer upon it. We shall 
have occasion in a later chapter to notice these ideas from the retrospec¬ 
tive advantage of the 19th-century doctrine of autonomous or gratuitous 
aesthetic value —Van pour Part . Meanwhile we may observe certain other 
ways in which the apology for poetry during the age of reason retreated 
from the area of rational truth claimed by the scientific and rationalist 
forces. These ways may be broadly described as retreats into the area of 
feeling and emotion, or into an area of feeling and emotion conceived 
as pure and prior to, or separate from, the objects of knowledge which 
had previously been considered their grounds. The term “dissociation of 
sensibility,” to which we have referred already, at the start of our last 
chapter, is a coinage which aptly suggests that situation—a dissociation 
of the feeling and responding side of human consciousness from the side 
of knowing and rational valuing. There were two emotive directions in 
which the dissociation could work—toward the inspirations of the author 
of poetry, and toward the responses of his audience. 

II 

The inspiration of the poet had been since early classical times a 
main reliance of those who would account for the element of the mys¬ 
terious in poetry. The muse invoked by Homer or Hesiod personified 
the magnetic frenzy ironically ascribed by Socrates both to the un¬ 
scientific bard and his enraptured critic. In later antiquity the treatise of 
“Longinus” On The Sublime centered these ideas less in the divine in¬ 
spiration than in the great soul—the great thoughts and emotions—of 
the poet himself. And the modem career of Longinus, which began with 
the first edition by Robortello in 1554 and reached its influential phase 
with the translation of Boileau, Du Sublime, in 1674, was a strain of 


285 Genius> Emotion , and Association 

classicism very well qualified to promote a subjective and inspirationalist 
trend in contemporary poetics. Such a trend was in part to be expected 
from the introspective implications of the available new psychology, in 
the tradition of Descartes’ Treatise ov the Passions of the Soul, and also, 
as we have been saying, from the mere pressure of the rationalist ob¬ 
jections to the traditionally cognitive or “imitative” premises of criticism. 
But inspirationalism as it appears in actual literary theory at this period 
takes a strong local coloration from Longinianism. Criticism was still 
nominally under the authority of the classics; it was a great point in favor 
of a literary thesis to have classical countenance or to be able to assume 
a classical form. By a slight oversimplification, we may think of Longinus 
as the Trojan horse in the camp of neo-classicism. 

The term “sublime” in French criticism, shortly before the work of 
Boileau, had been applied to diction and had meant something like pre- 
ciosite or a metaphysical affectation of nicety. And Boileau’s main point 
in his classic Preface (the effort which established the modem term “sub¬ 
lime” for French and English criticism) was that the sublime so well 
described by Longinus resided not in nicety of terms but in grandeur of 
conception—a grandeur which had to be expressed, not preciously, but 
strongly, and which was capable of being expressed in only a few simple 
words. The example cited by Longinus from the opening of the “Hebrew 
Lawgiver’s” Genesis lent itself most impressively to Boileau’s new con¬ 
ception. 

By the “sublime” Longinus did not mean what orators call “the 
sublime style;” he meant the element of the extraordinary in 
discourse, the marvellous, the striking, that in virtue of which a 
work exalts, ravishes, transports. The sublime style needs lofty 
language; but the subli?ne may appear in a single thought, a fig¬ 
ure, a phrase . . . Le souverain arbitre de la nature (Pune seule 
parole forma la lumihe : there is the sublime style for you. . . . 

But, Dieu dit: Que la lumiere se fosse; et la lumiere se fit . This 
extraordinary expression ... is genuinely sublime; it has some¬ 
thing divine about it. 1 

1 Oeuvres Co?npletes } ed. Daunou (Paris, 1859), II, 311-12. Cf. A. F. B. Clark, 
Boileau and French Classical Critics in England (Paris, 1925)* PP- 37 *- 9 *> Samuel 
Monk, The Sublime (New York, 1935), PP- 30-1 • An accent on simplicity of diction 
can be derived not so much from the words of Boileau himself as from his Biblical 
example and the interpretation of that .by French and English readers. See Monk, 
p. 33, the protest of Huet that the style was too simple, and the following from Rob¬ 
ert South, Sermon XVI, “A Discourse against Long and Extempore Prayers,” first 
published in 1694 ( Sermons , Oxford, 1842, I, 335): “Was it [this way of speaking] 
not authorized and ennobled by God himself in his making of the world? Was not 
the work of all the six days transacted in so many words? There was no circum¬ 
locution or amplification in the case; which makes the rhetorician Longinus, in his 
book of the Loftiness of Speech, so much admire the height and grandeur of Moses's 
style in the first chapter of Genesis.” 

Boileau was later somewhat hard pressed by French critical opponents, and in 
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In England the importance of Boileau’s sublime was the launching 
of a term and a text rather than of a single clearly defined idea. English 
critics made mainly two things of the sublime, and each of these was an 
exaggeration of hints contained in memorable Longinian passages which 
we have quoted in an earlier chapter. For one thing, looking chiefly at 
the passage in Chapter XXXV of Longinus, on the Nile, the Danube, the 
Rhine, the Ocean, the celestial fires, the craters of Etna (“whose erup¬ 
tions throw up stones from its depths and great masses of rock, and at 
times pour forth rivers of . . . pure and unmixed subterranean fire”), 
the critics erected a theory of the external objects which are sublime— 
namely, the big, the irregular, the surprising, and frightening. In our 
last chapter we have touched on this topic apropos of the 18th-century 
preoccupation with the externally definable sensational stimulus. * 2 But 
certain features of the external sublime deserve to be specially noted in 
the present context. One of these was what might be summed up in the 
phrase “dangerous bigness.” This was a bigness especially of landscape 
objects, the Alps, for instance, over which Dennis made a journey in 
1688 and was impressed with “a delightful Horrour, a terrible Joy.” Addi¬ 
son later made a similar journey with similar feelings, 3 and in a Spectator 
he wrote: 

... of all Objects that I have ever seen, there is none which 
affects my Imagination so much as the Sea or Ocean. I cannot 
see the Heavings of this prodigious Bulk of Waters, even in a 
calm, without a very pleasing Astonishment. But when it is 
worked up in a Tempest, so that the Horizon on every side is 
nothing but foaming Billows and floating Mountains, it is im¬ 
possible to describe the agreeable Horrour that rises from such a 
Prospect. 4 

a series of twelve Reflexiom sur Longin , the last three published posthumously, he 
arrived at the modified view that the sublime could in effect be a medley of all five 
of the Longinian sources—great thought and passion and (on the side of technique 
or rhetoric) words, figures, and harmonious composition. 

2 Cf. ante p. 255. 

3 C. D. Thorpe, “Two Augustans Cross the Alps: Dennis and Addison on Moun¬ 
tain Scenery,” SP , XXXII (1935)1 463-82. 

4 No. 489. In another Spectator (No. 592) Addison gives a humorous report on 
this kind of sublime as artificially arranged in the theater. “I look upon the Play¬ 
house as a World within itself. They have lately furnished the Middle Region of it 
with a new Sett of Meteors, in order to give the" Sublime to many modern Tragedies. 
I was there last Winter at the first Rehearsal of the new Thunder, which is much 
more deep and sonorous than any hitherto made use of. . . . They are also provided 
with above a Dozen Showers of Snow, which, as I am informed, arc the Plays of 
many unsuccessful Poets artificially cut and shredded for that Use.” 

Another passage worth consulting here is that in which Samuel Johnson gives 
his estimate of the lines describing Dover Cliff in King Lear (Boswell, Life , 16 Oc¬ 
tober, 1769). “No, Sir; it should be all precipice—all vacuum. The crows impede 
your fall. The diminished appearance of the boats, and other circumstances ... do 
not impress the mind at once with the horrible idea of immense height.” 
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Here was an aspect of the sublime which seems to have blended very 
readily with ideas of grandeur such as we shall discuss mainly under the 
head of neo-Platonic universality in our next chapter. A second main 
feature of the external sublime, relating obviously to bigness and danger, 
was that of wildness, shagginess, or Gothic irregularity. And this was a 
landscape feature which more easily even than bigness became a com¬ 
panion and external counterpart of the great and original soul of the poet. 
Thus Pope, in a liberalizing part of his Essay on Criticism: 

In prospects thus, some objects please our eyes, 

Which out of nature’s common order rise, 

The shapeless rock, or hanging precipice. 

Great Wits sometimes may gloriously offend, 

And rise to faults true Critics dare not mend. 

—11. 156-60 

And with this we have, in fact, the second of the two main things which 
English criticism made of the Longinian sublime—a philosophy of un¬ 
trammeled great “genius.” Longinus himself, we may recall, had gone 
rather far in conferring upon such ideas as “perfection,” “precision,” 
and “regularity” a pejorative cast and in setting these against the idea 
of poetic genius. Addison in several of his Spectators was able to make 
the doctrine more precise and naive. 

At the same time that we allow a greater and more daring 
Genius to the Ancients, we must own that the greatest of them 
very much failed in, or, if you will, that they were very much 
above the Nicety and Correctness of the Modems.—No. 160 

I must . . . observe with Longinus, that the Productions of a 
great Genius, with many Lapses and Inadvertencies, are infi¬ 
nitely preferable to the Works of an inferior kind of Author, 
which are scrupulously exact and conformable to all the Rules 
of correct Writing.—No. 291 

There is sometimes a greater Judgment shown in deviating 
from the Rules of Art, than in adhering to them; and . . . 
there is more Beauty in the Works of a great Genius who is 
ignorant of all the Rules of Art, than in the Works of a little 
Genius, who not only knows, but scrupulously observes them. 

—No. 592 

Later in the century Reynolds was to report: 

So far, indeed, is the presence of genius from implying an 
absence of faults, that they are considered by many as its in¬ 
separable companions. 3 

5 Discourses Delivered to the Students of the Royal Academy . The Eleventh 
Discourse, 1782, par. 2. Cf. ante Chapter 6, pp. 105-6; Chapter 11, p. 202, the similar 
theme of “imitative form.” 
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This was the bizarre critical doctrine (according to which poetic form 
consists in imperfection) inherited with distaste by Macaulay in his re¬ 
view of Moore’s Byron , and with an anachronistic gusto by Ruskin in 
the chapter of his Stones of Venice (II, 6) where the handwrought ir¬ 
regularity of Gothic architecture is praised in contrast to the machine- 
made “perfection” of modem glass beads. Macaulay’s views are perhaps 
an adequate summation of the issue: 

Wherein especially does the poetry of our times differ from that 
of the last century? Ninety-nine persons out of a hundred 
would answer that the poetry of the last century was correct, 
but cold and mechanical, and that the poetry of our time, though 
wild and irregular, presented far more vivid images and excited 
the passions far more strongly than that of Parnell, of Addison, 
or of Pope. In the same manner we constantly hear it said that 
the poets of the age of Elizabeth had far more genius, but far 
less correctness, than those of the age of Anne. It seems to be 
taken for granted that there is some incompatibility, some an¬ 
tithesis, between correctness and creative power. We rather sus¬ 
pect that this notion arises merely from an abuse of words, and 
that it has been the parent of many of the fallacies which perplex 
the science of criticism. 

What is meant by correctness in poetry? If by correctness 
be meant the conforming to rules which have their foundation 
in truth and in the principles of human nature, then correctness 
is only another name for excellence. If by correctness be meant 
the conforming to rules purely arbitrary, correctness may be an¬ 
other name for dulness and absurdity. 6 


Ill 

The most quotable expression of the Longinian philosophy of original 
genius to appear in 18th-century England was the essay entitled Con - 
jectures upon Original Composition published in 1759 by the aged poet 
of melancholy Night Thoughts, Edward Young. 

A genius differs from a good understanding, as a magician from 
a good architect; . . . Hence genius has ever been supposed to 

6 Alden, p. 346. Macaulay’s bullscyc appeared in the Edinburgh Review for 
June, 1831. Ct. A. W. Schlegel, Lectures on Dramatic Literature (1809-11), XXIII 
(Bate, p. 423): “If the formation of a work throughout, even in its minutest parts, in 
conformity with a leading idea; if the domination of one animating spirit over all the 
means of execution, deserves the name of correctness (and this, excepting in matters 
of grammar, is the only proper sense of the term); we shall then, after allowing to 
Shakespeare all the higher qualities which demand our admiration, be also com¬ 
pelled, in most cases, to concede to him the tide of a correct poet.” 
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partake of something divine. Nemo unquam vir magnus fuit } 
sine aliquo afflatu divinoJ 

While he adopts and magnifies the Longinian notion that true poetic imi¬ 
tation is the intercourse of the aspiring poet’s mind with the master 
spirits of the past, 8 Young flatly rejects the doctrine that it is a good thing 
to study the classic models. His essay is a vigorous recommendation of 
the cacoethes scribendi, a sustained celebration of the “pleasures of the 
pen,” the “sweet refuge” of original composition. “The more composi¬ 
tion,” he says, “the better.” “How independent of the world is he, who 
can daily find new acquaintance ... in the little world, the minute but 
fruitful creation, of his own mind?” 9 In bold strokes Young lays down 
the poetic criteria of chronological novelty and loyalty to the seifs own 
productions—no matter what their quality 

We read Imitation with somewhat of his languor, who listens to 
a twice-told tale: Our spirits rouze at an Original; and all throng 
to learn what news from a foreign land: . . . tho’ it comes, 
like an Indian prince, adorned with feathers only, having little 
weight. 1 

The study of great models is not only not helpful but actually baneful, 
because: 

They e?igross our attention, and so prevent a due inspection of 
ourselves; they prejudice our judgment in favor of their abili¬ 
ties, and so lessen the sense of our own; and they intimidate us 
with this splendor of their renown. 2 

It is a paradoxical fact that the ancients themselves “had no merit in being 
Originals .” In those days it was impossible to be othenvise. “They could 
not be Imitators .” 3 Young is presumably here thinking back to the really 
first, but now altogether forgotten, ancients. The actually known ancients 
may very well be holding their honors only through our own ignorance. 

. . . they tho’ not real, are accidental Originals; the works they 
imitated, few excepted, are lost. 4 

If we suppose Young’s manifesto to be representative of a thickening 
climate of literary opinion, we shall not be surprised when, about twenty 
years later, that far more severe critical thinker, Samuel Johnson, lets 
fall the following obiter dictum . 

7 Conjectures, ed. Edith Morley (Manchester, 1918), p. 13. See Gilbert and 
Kuhn, p. 342, n.45, on 20th-century studies of the Geniebegriff. 

8 Cf. Elizabeth Nitchie, “Longinus and the Theory of Poetic Imitation in Seven¬ 
teenth and Eighteenth Century England,” SP, XXXII <1915), 580-97. 

9 Conjectures, pp. 4-5. 

1 Conjectures, p. 7. 8 Conjectures, p. 10. 

2 Conjectures, p. 9. 4 Conjectures, p. 8. 
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‘We must consider (said he) whether Homer was not the great¬ 
est poet, though Virgil may have produced the finest poem. 
Virgil was indebted to Homer for the whole invention of the 
structure of an epick poem, and for many of his beauties.’ 5 

Dryden, in his elegantly blunt way, had once said of the Elizabethan 
writers: 

Fame then was cheap, and the first comer sped; 

And they have kept it since, by being dead. 

This gross mistake had at least the merit of proceeding on the assump¬ 
tion that literary worth was something that might suffer by comparison 
with superior worth. On the new theory, of genius and originality, the 
only way to be sure of having any worth (a kind of inescapable and 
hence unmeritorious worth) was to be in on the threshold of literary 
history, to get there first, even if with the least. For all improvements on 
the beginning would inescapably suffer the handicap of not being first. 
Thus literary creators were accorded in effect that variety of honor, in 
most cases necessarily sentimental and archaic, which the world can afford 
for its inventors—an Archimedes, a Fulton, a Watt, the brothers Wright 
—athletes who died in good time, runners whom renown did not out¬ 
run. Why would not Homer’s poems, on Edward Young’s view, be 
subject to the same discount in value as the first steamboat or the first 
airplane if put into competition with the machines of 1950? Simply be¬ 
cause of the peculiar fiat, the confusion in critical thinking between 
poet and poem, by which during this period in critical history the first 
became equivalent with the best. 


IV 

The neo-Longinian great soul was never far from an attendant concept, 
that of emotion. Yet emotion is a thing more externally manifest than the 
secret inspiration of poetry, and it is better observed in the audience 
than in the poet. In the neo-classic era, as in the ancient, emotion char¬ 
acteristically attaches itself to the audience; it is discussed under the head 
of the results or aims of poetry. The affective side of ancient Longinian- 
ism, the emotion of the sublime, had been called “transport” ( ekstasis ). 
The affective side of neo-Longmianism was “enthusiasm” or “passion,” 
a kind of emotion raised by reason above pettiness to the grandeur of a 

6 Quoted by Boswell in Life of Johnson, 22 September, 1777. 

Even Dryden had been guilty of this sort of thinking on the Homer-Virgil 
question. See his Preface to Fables, 1700 ( Essays, ed. Ker, II, 251-4)* He furthermore 

f ave great credit to Chaucer for inventing the Wife of Bath's Tale and the Nun's 
riesfs Tale (p. 255). 
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religious experience. “Vulgar Passion,” according to John Dennis, is 
aroused by external “Objects;” “Enthusiastick emotion,” by “Ideas in 
Contemplation.” 6 This was a kind of thinking that later might easily be 
turned to the account of the wild genius of the poet himself. Yet in this 
earlier phase of neo-Longinianism the emphasis was not actually there. 
Dennis is a classically oriented critic; he holds the exalted and religious 
emotion up for some scrutiny and stresses its rational transcendence in 
a way that clearly concerns the semi-public realm of the collective 
reader’s bosom. 

In another place—in the diluted strain of Aristotelianism that con¬ 
tinued during the later 17th and the 18th centuries—one finds a kind of 
affectivism appearing more clearly under a classic sanction. As far back 
as Dry den’s heroic and French classical period—or even in the earlier 
Preface by Milton to his classical drama Samson Agonistes —we can . 
detect a softer tone in the English account of catharsis than would be 
familiar to a person who had read only the documents of antiquity. 
Catharsis, we may remember, in the Aristotelian construction ten ton 
toiouton pathematon katharsin , referred in a very practical, downright 
and medical way to a supposed capacity of tragic drama to cleanse our 
minds of painful and unhealthy emotions. Yet through religious and 
lustratory metaphoric interpretation the notion was susceptible of being 
sublimed to mean something like a purifying and exalting of the emo¬ 
tions themselves. This interpretation seems to have appeared even during 
later antiquity, in neo-Platonic thought. But its hyper-development, to 
the eclipse of purgative Aristotelianism, was a modem accomplishment. 
The first step in a fairly plausible evolution was to say—as we may 
notice, for instance, the Dutch critic Daniel Heinsius saying, and later 
Milton—that purging the emotions meant tempering or moderating 
them, to a just proportion in our temperamental equilibrium. From there 
a later step would be the extreme already mentioned, the exaltation of 
pity and fear to the heights of unselfish contemplation, a zenith reached 
in the post-romantic 19th century. Or, by a kind of sidestep, the theory 
might arrive—and did even during the 17th century arrive—at the posi¬ 
tion of saying that the emotions of pity and fear aroused by tragedy 
were beneficent because they neutralized other and dangerous passions 
—such as anger, ambition, or greed. 

These are plausible variations on the cathartic theme. Yet a great 
significance lies in the matter of what emotions “catharsis” is thought 
to moderate. The homeopathic moderation of pity and fear (like the 
Aristotelian purgation) is anti-emotional. In its 17th-century form it was 

6 John Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry, 1704, in Works, ed. E. N. 
Hooker, I, 338-9. Cf. the excellent statement by Norman Maclean concerning Dennis 
and other writers in the same vein, e.g., Bishop Lowth in his De Sacra Poesi He - 
braeorum, 1753 (“From Action to Image: Theories of the Lyric in the Eighteenth 
Century,” in Critics and Criticism Ancient and Modem, ed. R. S. Crane, pp. 438-9)« 
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nco-Stoic and allied to the sort of severe statement exemplified in 
. Spinoza’s Ethics, where passion is “Human Bondage.” 

Pity, in a man who lives under the guidance of reason, is in 
itself bad. The good effect which follows, namely our endeavour 
to free the object of our pity from misery, is an action which 
we desire to do solely at the dictation of reason; only at the 
dictation of reason are we able to perform any action, which 
we know for certain to be good; thus, in a man who lives under 
the influence of reason, pity in itself is useless and bad. 7 

On the other hand, the allopathic theory that pity and fear moderate 
other less desirable passions was on the side of emotional development 
and would run quite naturally into 18th-century sentimentalism. By a 
partial suppression of Rapin’s view in his Reflexions sur la Poetique 
cTAristote (1674), Dry den in his Preface to Troilus and Cressida (1679) 
arrived at an early English statement: 

Rapin, a judicious critic, has observed from Aristotle, that pride 
and want of commiseration are the most predominant vices in 
mankind; therefore, to cure us of these two, the inventors of 
Tragedy have chosen to work upon two other passions, which 
are, fear and pity. . . . When we see chat the most virtuous, as 
well as the greatest, are not exempt from [such] . . . misfor¬ 
tunes, that consideration moves pity in us, and insensibly works 
us to be helpful to, and tender over, the distressed; which is the 
noblest and most godlike of moral virtues. 8 

The triumphant progress of the argument may be illustrated at pleasure 
from the aestheticians and essayists of the next hundred years: from 
Dennis, for instance (“Tragedy . . . has been always found sufficient 
to soften the most obdurate Heart”); from Steele (“The contemplation 
of distresses . . . softens the mind, and makes the heart better. It ex¬ 
tinguishes the seed of envy and ill will . . , corrects the pride of pros¬ 
perity”); from Addison (“Diversions of this kind . . , soften insolence, 
sooth affliction, and subdue the mind to the dispensations of provi¬ 
dence”). 0 The casually axiomatic status of the doctrine, and a version of 
it which tries to include Stoic moderation, may be shown by quoting 
another of Samuel Johnson’s off-the-cuff pronouncements: 

7 Ethics, Chief Works, trans. R. H. Elwes (London, 1887), II, 221, quoted by 
Baxter Hathaway, “John Dryden and the Function of Tragedy,” PMLA, LVII 
(September, 1943 )i &> 8 * 

8 Ker I, 210. Rapin had argued that the play not only increases sensibility in 
those who are deficient in it, but moderates it in those who have too much (Hath¬ 
away, p. 668). 

°The Critical Works of John Dennis, ed. E. N. Hooker (Baltimore, 1939)1 I* 
164; Steele, Tatler No. 82; Addison, Spectator No. 39. See Hathaway, pp. 666-7 for 
more comDlete quotations and further authorities. 
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‘But how are the passions to be purged by terrour and pity?’ 
(said I, with an assumed air of ignorance, to incite him to talk 
. . .). Johnson, ‘Why, Sir, . . . The passions are the great mov¬ 
ers of human actions; but they are mixed with such impurities, 
that it is necessary they should be purged or refined by means 
of terrour and pity. For instance, ambition is a noble passion; but 
by seeing upon the stage, that a man who is so excessively 
ambitious as to raise himself by injustice, is punished, we are 
terrified at the fatal consequences of such a passion. In the same 
manner a certain degree of resentment is necessary; but if we see 
that a man carries it too far, we pity the object of it, and are 
taught to moderate that passion.’ 1 


V 

Such reasonings pertained to the moral effects of tragedy and were 
aimed at an emotive moral justification. They could be more or less 
closely tied in with a more cognitive and a more aesthetic kind of argu¬ 
ment which we have touched upon in an earlier chapter, the didactically 
aesthetic plea that our pleasure in witnessing the painful events of a 
tragedy arises from our use of the mind in learning, as well as our use 
of the will in approving, a moral pattern of actions and sanctions, a pat¬ 
tern of “poetic justice.” 2 But the aesthetic justification of tragedy was 
on the whole more difficult than the moral. How can it be that the 
human mind actually takes pleasure in the contemplation of suffering, 
the evocation of painful emotions? Another classical answer was the 
mimetic:—that our pleasure in the imitation of a disagreeable or a painful 
object (a dunghill 3 or a murder) arises just from the skill of the imitation 
and the exercise of our minds in seeing the likeness. Both these types 
of explanation, the ethical and the simply mimetic, had been developed 
from hints in Aristotle by the Italian writers of the i6th century, were 
handed on by Corneille and other French writers of the 17th century, 
and during the 18th centuiy in England were still more or less available. 

Meanwhile, however, certain explanations of a different sort had 
originated in 17th-century psychology and had made some headway. 
One of these was a theory of safe feelings and self-congratulation on 
the part of the spectator as he realized the merely mimetic and playful 
character of the drama and his own detachment from the sufferings por¬ 
trayed. “We consider tragedy at the same time as Dreadful and Harm¬ 
less,” said Addison.—“The Pleasure we receive [is] from the sense of our 

1 Boswell, Life of Johnson , April 12,1776. 

2 See ante Chapter 11, pp. 204-6. 

8 Addison’s example in Spectator No. 414; see ante Chapter 13, p. 235. 
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own safety.” 4 “The movement of our melancholy passions is pleasant,” 
said Edward Young, “when ourselves are safe: We love to be at once, 
miserable, and unhurt.” 5 This had a root in the self-regarding philosophy 
of Hobbes and was an analogue to the idea of self-enhancement which 
appears in the Platonic and Hobbesian theory of laughter and to that 
increase of self-confidence and expansion of soul in the presence of the 
“sublime” described by Addison and Burke and later refined theolog¬ 
ically in the “Dynamic sublime” of Kant. 0 The theory also had an antique 
source in a passage by Lucretius which was often quoted by the literary 
theorists. 

There is a pleasure in looking out over the great ocean when 
a storm rages across it and seeing some vessel in distress, not 
because we are glad that somebody else is suffering, but because 
we have our own feet safely on the shore. There is a pleasure 
in watching the struggle of armies upon a battlefield—so long as 
we ourselves are standing out of danger. 7 

But a second affective explanation of tragic pleasure which had 
arisen during the 17th century was a less clearly selfish one, and during 
an era so consciously goodhearted as the 18th century, this was bound to 
engulf the selfish Hobbesian. According to Descartes, sensory pain is 
something that presses inward on our vital spirits, but emotion is an 
outward motion, a form of responsory exercise and assertion, in itself 
pleasurable, healthy, and in general good (the opposite of lethargy)— 
so long as painful impressions are not so strong as to overwhelm us, and 
so long as our inner state of soul is positive and strong enough to launch 
the vigorous response. 8 The mimetic character of drama tended of course 
to accomplish the necessary softening of the painful impression; and the 
ethical nature of tragedy was friendly to the inner calm and strength. 
The Cartesian theory of the emotional workout had from the start the 

4 Spectator No. 418. 

6 Conjectures, ed. Morley, p. 41. 

6 Cf. post Chapter 17, p. 371, the Kantian sublime; and Chapter 25, psychological 
theories of laughter. 

7 Suave, mart viagno turbantibus aequora ventis, 
e terra magmim alterius spectare laborem; 
non quia vexari quern quamst jucunda voluptas, 
sed quibus ipse malis careas quia cernere suave est. 
suave etiam belli certamina magna Uteri 

per ccntipos instructa tua sine parte pericli. 

Lucretius, De rerum natura, II, 1-6. Cf. Baxter Hathaway, “The Lucretian ‘Return 
upon Ourselves’ in Eighteenth-Century Theories of Tragedy,” PMLA, LXII (Sep¬ 
tember, 1947)1 672-89. 

8 Earl R. Wasserman, “The Pleasures of Tragedy,” ELH, XIV (December, 
i947)» 283-307. The present treatment of 18th-century tragic theory is substantially 
indebted to Professor Wasserman’s essay, which may be consulted for copious il¬ 
lustration of nearly all the points made here. See also A. O. Aldridge, “The Pleasures 
of Pity,” ELH, XVI (March, 1949), 76-87. 
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strongest affinity for the sentimental version of Aristotelian “catharsis” 
which we have already described. The latter was a theory of the moral 
function of tragedy; the former a theory of tragic pleasure; but they 
were natural complements. They may be seen, for instance, early in the 
18th century, coming together in the words of Shaftesbury’s Inquiry 
Concerning Virtue or Merit: “. , . the moving our passions in this 
mournful way, the engaging them in behalf of merit and worth, and the 
exerting whatever we have of social affection, and human sympathy, is 
of the highest delight.” 0 


VI 

Both in hard ethical theory and in literary art—in The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments by Adam Smith and in A Sentimental Journey by Laurence 
Sterne 1 —the finest thing in the world during the age of reason was 
“sympathy.” For sympathy was not selfish, it was both Cartesian emo¬ 
tive self-development, and moreover it was ethical but not in a cold re¬ 
flective sense; it was a spontaneous overflow of our best, our softest, 
warmest, most benevolent feelings, the loving and social impulses never 
so fully elicited as at the intuition of our fellow beings in distress. It 
was a good thing for us that they 'were in distress. It was good for us to 
go out of ourselves in this way, and to be aware of the fact. And it was 
pleasant. The pleasure of tragedy, said Lord Karnes, arises from “an 
appetite after pain,” “an inclination to render one’s self miserable.” 2 The 
pleasure of tragedy, said another Scotch theorist, Hugh Blair, is a “luxury 
of woe.” 3 A young lady who had uttered a “Prayer for Indifference” 
was rebuked by the poet Cowpcr in the following definitive stanzas. 

’Tis woven in the world’s great plan, 

And fixed by Heaven’s decree, 

That all the true delights of man 
Should spring from Sympathy. 

0 Characteristics } ed. J. M. Robertson (London, 1900), I, 297-8, quoted by 
Hathaway, p, 666 . We may note also the theory of Hume (Of Tragedy , 1757): Any 
passion (even a contrary passion, provided it be not too strong) will strengthen an¬ 
other. The secret of tragic pleasure, therefore, is that our admiration for the mimetic 
art of the representation is buoyed and enhanced by the surge of more painful emo¬ 
tions—as flowery essences in a perfume, one might say? are embodied more effec¬ 
tively in musk. See Hume, Essays and Treatises (Edinburgh, 1804), I, 236. Cf. 
J. Frederick Doering, “Hume and the Theory of Tragedy,” PMLA } LII (Decem¬ 
ber, 1937), 1130-4- Cf. Burke, Inquiry (1757)? I? xv. 

1 Kenneth MacLean, “Imagination and Sympathy: Sterne and Adam Smith, 

JHI, X (June, 1949), 399-4io. . « . yT ,,. - * 

2 Essays on the Principles of Morality and Natural Religion (Edinburgh, 1751)» 

p. 14. 

* Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (Philadelphia, 1829), p. 5*5- The Lec¬ 
tures were first published in 1783. 
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’Tis Nature bids, and whilst the laws 
Of Nature we retain, 

Our self-approving bosom draws 
A pleasure from its pain. 

Thus grief itself has comforts dear 
The sordid never know; 

And ecstasy attends the tear 
When virtue bids it flow. 

For when it streams from that pure source 
No bribes the heart can win, 

To check, or alter from its course, 

The luxury within. 4 

The earlier stages of sentimental theory had remained more or less 
compatible with classicism. But full-grown “sympathy” was strongly 
anti-classical. Sympathy allied readily with the neo-Longinian free gen¬ 
ius soaring above the trammels of the rules, and hence sympathy worked 
against the Aristotelian conception of mimetic decorum. Sympathy 
pleaded persuasively for a kind of illusionistic naturalism. A really tragic 
happening, argued Burke, 5 for instance a public execution of a criminal, is 
more moving than the most horrible figment of the stage. And so sym¬ 
pathy worked also against the Aristotelian person of high estate and in 
favor of every-day life, the shopkeeper protagonist of bourgeois drama. 
At the same time, sympathy was too simple to accommodate the Aris¬ 
totelian tension of pity and fear. The “mixture of good and odious quali¬ 
ties” in a protagonist, said yet another Scotch theorist, the rhetorician 
George Campbell, tears the mind “opposite ways at once, by passions 
which, instead of uniting, repel one another.” Such a mixture is “shock¬ 
ing and disgustful.” 0 The tragedy of sympathy was a tragedy of simple 
pity, without fear, a tragedy of “innocent misfortune,” without moral, 
without “poetic justice,” It was an illusionistic tearjerker, the Kotzebuian 
tragedy with which Coleridge was to be so much disgusted. 7 In the year 
of the Lyrical Ballads , a minor theorist achieved the following happy 
summary of both the genetic and affective sides of the sympathetic com¬ 
plex. 

4 Addressed to Miss Macartney on Reading the Prayer for Indifference (1762), 
11. 45-60. 

5 Inquiry I, xv. The announcement that a great criminal was about to be exe¬ 
cuted in a neighboring square would immediately empty any theater in which even 
the most sublime of tragedies was being performed. Boswell will bear Burke witness. 

6 The Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776), I, 327. 

7 Biographia Liter aria, ed. Shawcross, II, 159. It works on our “sluggish sym¬ 
pathies by a pathos not a whit more respectable than the maudlin tears of drunk¬ 
enness.” 
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An untutored genius, having strong conceptions, a heart that 
can enter into the feelings of a fellow heart, quick in catching 
the most striking features of distress, judgment to select a happy 
tale of virtuous suffering, and simplicity to follow nature in her 
plain walk, will in the fabrication of tragedy reach its highest 
excellence. 8 


VII 

The Man of Feeling and his “genealogy,” 9 the sympathetic and tearful 
tendencies in the literature of the later 17th and the 18th centuries— 
especially in novels and in the kind of ethical comedy that replaced the 
immodest satire of manners—these constitute a phase of literary history 
which was both a record and a cause of a deep turn in the minds of our 
ancestors, towards an attitude which we today are likely to betray in 
some of our most spontaneous habits of speech—as when we say that 
we “feel” a thing to be so rather than “think” it, or when we speak of a 
“sensitive” rather than a “perceptive” person or mind. Feeling, sad feel¬ 
ing, melancholy musing, pensive meditation, were among the most per¬ 
vasive strains of the 18th-century music and of the thinking about it. The 
classically generic tern “pathetic” (meaning what arouses any kind of 
emotion) gradually assumed during this period the more special modem 
English meaning of the tenderly moving and pitiful. Not long after 
Pope’s death it became possible to say that among the poems on which 
his reputation would principally depend was his early exercise in the 
“pathetic” mode Eloisa to Abelard} Even so tough-minded a person as 
the philosopher David Hume knew Pope’s Elegy to the Memory of an 
Unfortunate Lady by heart, and so did many others. 2 The pleasures of 
melancholy, the pleasures of pity, the pleasures of tragedy, the pleasures 
of the painful, the pleasures of the unpleasant—these, as we have been 
seeing, were the reiterated paradoxes of 18th-century aesthetic theory. 
And this is a matter of some general theoretical interest. 

When emotion is attached to extremely simplified motives or when 
it is cut away from concrete motives altogether, it becomes emotion of 
great purity and intensity; it is likely to be dark rather than light, it is 
likely to be painful even if at the same time pleasurable. It is the “ro- 

8 George Walker, “On Tragedy and the Interest in Tragical Representations,” 
Memoirs of the Literary and Philosophical Society of Manchester, V (179$), 332-3, 
quoted by Wasserman, p. 306. 

9 Cf. R. S. Crane, “Suggestions toward a Genealogy of The Man of Feeling,’ ** 
ELH , I (1934), 205-30. 

1 Joseph Warton, An Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope (London, 
1806), I, 330. 

2 Cf. Geoffrey Tillotson, ed. The Rape of the Lock and Other Poems (London 
* 94 o), p. 336. 
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mantic agony.” Again, joy docs not feed on joy, as melancholy feeds 
on melancholy. And melancholy, as a romantic inheritor of the tradition 
would write, may feed on both. “Ay, in the very temple of delight 
Veil’d Melancholy holds her sovran shrine.” It is perhaps a truth of 20th- 
century psychology, perhaps only a truism, to say that melancholy tends 
to be automatic and morbid. Dark emotions drive toward purity. 

On the other hand, cheer and wit go handily together. Cheer is 
sociable and extrovert: 18th-century theorists recognized this principle 
when they removed the “man of wit,” the poet of social poetry, from 
the ranks of genius. Back in 1679 Dryden had said that “no man is at 
leisure to make sentences and similes, when his soul is in an agony.” 8 
And Dennis a little later had asserted that the production of similes was 
an exercise of the mind “utterly inconsistent” with intense grief. 4 Hume 
in his essay “Of Simplicity and Refinement in Writing” found wit and 
passion “entirely incompatible.” 5 Johnson’s classic objection to Milton’s 
Lycidas was that it “is not to be regarded as the effusion of real passion; 
for passion runs not after remote allusions and obscure opinions.” 0 The 
most sustained insistence on the theme occurs no doubt in the two 
volumes of Joseph Warton’s Essay on Pope published, with so long an 
interval for meditation between them, in 1756 and 1782. In the Dedica¬ 
tion of the first volume, to Edward Young, Warton not only divides real 
poets from mere “men of wit” and “mere versifiers,” but with equal 
decision elevates a class of “sublime and pathetic” poets (Spenser, Shake¬ 
speare, Milton—“at proper intervals” Otway and Lee) above a second 
class of more moderately gifted (“ethical”) poets (Dryden, for instance, 
Donne, Denham, Cowley, Congreve). 7 The main argument of Warton’s 
Essay, culminating at the end of the second volume, is that Pope is “the 
great poet of Reason, the First of Ethical authors in verse.” He has 
written “nothing in a strain so truly sublime, as the Bard of Gray.” 8 
In one of his most pointed passages, Warton asserts that “WIT and SA¬ 
TIRE are transitory and perishable, but NATURE and PASSION are 
eternal.” 9 Pope, he asserts, “stuck to describing modem maimers; but 


8 Preface to Troilus and Cressida , in Essays , ed. Ker, I, 223. 

4 Preface to The Passion of Byblis, 1692, in Works , cd. E. N. Hooker, I, 2, 424. 

8 Essays Moral , Political , and Literary , ed. T. H. Green and T. H. Grose (Lon¬ 
don, 1898), I, 242: “It is a certain rule, that wit and passion are entirely incom¬ 
patible. When the affections are moved, there is no place for the imagination.” 

6 Johnson, Lives of the Poets , cd. G. B. Hill, I, 163. Cf. J. H. Hagstrum, Samuel 
Johnson's Literary Criticism (Minneapolis, 1953), pp. 45-6. 

7 Otway, Lee, and Congreve were dropped from the listing in the edition of 
1782, and Donne was demoted to a mere man of wit. Hoyt Trowbridge, “Joseph 
Warton’s Classification of English Poets,” MLN , LI (December, 1936), 515—18. 

8 Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope (London, 1806), II, 403-5- In 
Warton’s satire Ranelagh House , 1744, Pope in the Elysian fields is found not among 
the poets but among the philosophers. 

0 Essay, 1806, I, 330. 
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those manners, because they are familiar , uniform, artificial , and polished , 
are, in their very nature, unfit for any lofty effort of the Muse.” 1 

VIII 

In our last chapter we have noticed that according to the philosophical 
view of Edmund Burke “beauty is, for the greater part, some quality in 
bodies acting mechanically upon the human mind by the intervention of 
the senses” (III, xii). “Beauty,” he said, “acts by relaxing the solids of 
the whole system” (IV, xix). And the external symptoms of this re¬ 
laxation were to be described with considerable precision. 

When we have before us such objects as excite love and com¬ 
placency, the body is affected, so far as I could observe, much 
in the following manner: The head reclines something on one 
side, the eyelids are more closed than usual, and the eyes roll 
gently with an inclination to the object; the mouth is a little 
opened, and the breath drawn slowly, with now and then a low 
sigh; the whole body is composed, and the hands fall idly to the 
sides. All this is accompanied with an inward sense of melting 
and languor.—IV, xix 2 

In the fifth part of his Philosophical Inquiry Burke turns directly to the 
problem of verbal art and states the alternatives which lay before an age 
of anti-metaphysics. In effect: Aut pictura poesis , aut passio. He is mis¬ 
trustful of the first alternative, the Addisonian, for he feels certain that 
words do not really excite very good pictures, neither words like “hon¬ 
our,” “justice,” “liberty,” nor even words like “blue,” “hot,” “man,” or 
“horse.” So there is no other choice than passio . 

Poetry and rhetoric do not succeed in exact description, so well 
as painting does: their business is, to effect rather by sympathy 
than imitation; to display rather the effect of things on the mind 
of the speaker, or of others, than to present a clear idea of the 
things themselves.—V, v 

Our “Passions are affected by words from whence” we “have no ideas.” 
Our highest range of words, “compound” abstractions like “virtue,” 
“liberty,” “honour,” are: 

in reality but mere sounds; but they are sounds, which being 
used on particular occasions, wherein we receive some good or 
suffer some evil . . . produce in the mind whenever they are 
afterwards mentioned, effects similar to those of their occasions. 

-V,ii 

1 Essay , 1806, II, 402. 2 Cf. ante Chapter 13, p. 265. 
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We arrive thus at the idea that a poetry of emotion “cannot with strict 
propriety be called an art of imitation.” As other writers of the time 
were putting it, poetry, along with music, is a kind of passionate “ex¬ 
pression.” 8 We arrive also at another idea, one which, along with “sensa¬ 
tion” and “emotion,” played a persuasive role in the new aesthetic think¬ 
ing of the age. That is, “association.” “Association,” we may observe 
provisionally, was for the age of reason something which acted as a kind 
of intermediate justification of emotions—a form of mechanical opera¬ 
tion softened and subtilized to shade off into what had once been con¬ 
ceived of as thinking. 


IX 

The first main sense attached to the term “association of ideas” when it 
was launched by John Locke in the fourth edition of his Essay, 1700, 
was very much like that which the word now has for the ordinary user. 
It meant a connection between ideas which has occurred a number of 
times or some one memorable time, yet is not thought of, or should not 
be thought of, as always or necessarily occurring. A boy eats a surfeit 
of mince pie and gets sick. Twenty years later the man associates mince 
pie with a feeling of nausea. A man meets a girl several times at a certain 
restaurant, and after that he never goes there without thinking of her. 
She used a certain perfume; the smell of it later on will remind him of 
her. This way of connecting things seemed to Locke unsound in princi¬ 
ple. He contrasted it to the way of thinking which seeks out the under¬ 
lying and reliable connections between things—i.e., the laws of nature. 

Locke himself, however, by his insistence on the phenomenal (rather 
than the real or substantial) character of much of our experience, did 
a great deal to develop the Hobbesian “train of ideas” toward the full 
doctrine of association announced by Hume in his Treatise of 1739 (the 
source of his later and more influential works) and by David Hartley in 
his Observations on Many 1749. This kind of association was in effect an 
extension of the other until it covered the whole field of our knowledge; 
association was on this view not an accidental and occasional way of con¬ 
necting things, but the basic principle of all connections—a “transcen¬ 
dental”—the principle by which our sensations, all of them, happen to 
occur in certain bundles and establish in our minds certain patterns of 
expectancy. I have a more or less casual and infirm association of a cer- 

8 See Wellek, Rise , pp. 51-2, citing James Harris Three Treatises, 1733; Charles 
Avison, Essay on Musical Expression , 1752; James Beattie, Essays on Poetry and 
Music, 1776; and Sir William Jones, “Essay on the Arts Commonly Called Imitative” 
(1772) in his Poems Consisting Chiefly of Translations fro?n the Asiatick Languages 
(2d cd., London 1777), p. 207. Music and poetry are “expressive of the passions and 
operate on our mind by sympathy.” 
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tain person with a certain place or a certain old hat, and only a somewhat 
firmer association of his head with his shoulders, of the sun with light 
and heat, of summer time with the ripening of fruit, and so on. The 
several Aristotelian principles of association—that is, likeness and dif¬ 
ference, cause and effect, contiguity in space and time—with which 
Hume began his discussion (cf. Treatise I, i, iv.)—were at a stroke re¬ 
duced by Hartley to a single mechanical principle of contiguity in time 
(either “synchronous” or “successive”). Hartley made that contiguity a 
character not of things as known by the human subject but of sensory 
vibrations and of their “miniature” reproductions (vibratiuncles) in the 
“medullary” substance of the brain. For each unit or simple item of ex¬ 
perience, a vibration of a certain sort and a vestigial remainder of it. If 
several of these experiences happened to occur together often enough, 
the recurrence of a single one of the group stimulated from outside 
would set up a reminiscential jangle of the others. 4 Hume, by a subtler 
technique of introspection (without Hartley’s externalizing clatter of 
mechanization), pushed the principle of mere association to its ultimate, 
reducing all real knowledge to unitary discrete phenomenal moments 
and thus exploding not only external substances and causes but the 
internal substance or self which we usually think of as the receptacle 
of knowledge or as the knowing agent. As his argument might be 
rephrased by a modern positivist: The Cartesian “cogito, ergo sum” 
takes too much for granted. “Descartes is only the name of a series of 
mental phenomena.” 

The new concepts of “association,” the Humean and Hartleyan, 
in effect washed out the earlier Lockean kind of “association” by making 
it no different from any other connection between things. If fire and 
cooking, heart and blood, sunlight and leaves, are only associations, 

4 Hartley, Observations , 1749, Part I, Chapter I, Section ii. Propositions 9-10, 
pp. 58-66. The human body was viewed as “a kind of barrel-organ ... set in mo¬ 
tion by the external forces of the world” (Leslie Stephen, English Thought in the 
Eighteenth Century , 1927, II, 64). The physiological aspect of this theory of asso¬ 
ciation is anticipated in Descartes* flow of “animal spirits” into traces in the brain 
with wider and easier traces worn for pleasure than for pain. Cf. Addison, Spectator 
No. 417. As Coleridge would later point out, the physiological elaboration is irrele¬ 
vant to the psychological and aesthetic problem. “The wise Stagyrite speaks of no 
successive particles propagating motion like billiard balls (as Hobbs); nor of nervous 
or animal spirits, where inanimate and irrational solids are thawed down, and dis¬ 
tilled, or filtrated by ascension, into living and intelligent fluids, that etch and re¬ 
etch engravings on the brain, (as followers of Des Cartes, and the humoral patholo¬ 
gists in general); nor of an oscillating ether which was to effect the same service 
for the nerves of the brain considered as solid fibres, as the animal spirits perform 
for them under the notion of hollow tubes (as Hartley teaches) nor finally (with 
yet more recent dreamers) of chemical compositions by elective affinity, or of an 
electric light at once the immediate object and the ultimate organ of inward vision, 
which rises to the brain like an Aurora Borealis, and there disporting in various 
shapes (as the balance of plus and minus, or negative and positive, is destroyed or 
re-established) images out both past and present** ( Biographta Liter ana. Chapter V, 
ed. Shawcross, I, 71-2). 
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then association in the sense of a kind of accidentally pertinacious cohe¬ 
sion of ideas is no longer distinguishable. By the subsumption of a 
special into a more generic sense, a distinction has been levelled off; a 
certain flattening of experience and vocabulary has been at least at¬ 
tempted. The difficulty with the attempt is to some extent indicated by 
the fact that “association” as it survives in usual discourse today still 
has the sense of the Lockean coinage. We associate persons with places, 
but not their heads with their shoulders. 

During the 18th century, however, “association” was in the air. 
It was a smart term in the vocabulary of moral and aesthetic theorists 
and litterateurs. It was a system of gently persuasive laws of connection 
between our ideas (analogous to Newton’s more exact but equally per¬ 
vasive physical laws) by which Hume hoped to advance moral philos¬ 
ophy to the stage where some century earlier physical science had 
moved ahead of it. A number of variations would be played on the two 
main senses we have defined, the sense of accidental connection, and 
the sense of the principle behind all connections. The history of associa¬ 
tion in 18th-century literary theory is a history of such variations and 
of several merging relations between the two radical senses. 


X 

In a quite simple form, for instance, Shakespearian criticism might in¬ 
voke the phenomenon of superficial or accidental association to explain 
how faithfully the speech of certain characters—Dame Quickly or 
Juliet’s nurse—imitates the incoherent reality of garrulous and rambling 
conversation, or of partially irrelevant retort. Association was thus sub¬ 
sumed under the principle of dramatic interpretation. 

Falstaff: What is the gross sum that I owe thee? 

Dame Quickly: Thyself and thy money too. 5 

A similar meaning of association—perhaps better exploited by creative 
writers than by theorists—might be synopsized as a thesis that the se¬ 
quences of ideas which pass through our minds are not so rigorously 
determined by laws of logic or the structure of external nature as we 

6 Walter Jackson Bate, From Classic to Romantic (Cambridge, Mass., 1946), 
pp. 96, 105, 123, citing Lord Karnes, Elements of Criticism (Edinburgh, 1762), and 
Alexander Gerard, Essay on Genius (1774). The present account of association is 
substantially indebted to Bate’s chapter on the subject. See too Gordon McKenzie, 
Critical Responsivetiess (Berkeley, 1949)—p. 139 concerns FalstafFs Hostess; Martin 
Kallich, “The Association of Ideas and Critical Theory: Hobbes, Locke, and Addi¬ 
son,” ELH , XII (i 945 )» 290-315; “The Associationist Criticism of Francis Hutcheson 
and David Hume,” SP, XL 1 II (October, 1946), 644-67; and Walter J. Ong, “Psyche 
and the Geometers: Aspects of Association ist Critical Theory,” MP , XLIX (August, 
1951), 16-27. 
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might hope, but are nevertheless determined in ways that make curious 
sense and may be studied with profit. We may learn many unsuspected 
things about the human being and his world if we study his habits 
of “association.” One of the most subtly sustained 18th-century illustra¬ 
tions of this principle is the pedantically talkative and humorous novel 
Tristram Shandy , in which the hero is not born until the third volume 
and disappears from the story after the sixth of the total nine. Various 
absurdities and accidents of his pre-nativity and early infancy are af¬ 
fectionately developed as critical or nearly critical events in the shaping 
of a character and career—the fact that his mother a few moments be¬ 
fore he was conceived remembered to ask his father whether he had 
wound the clock, the bungle of a servant girl at his christening by 
which the name Tristram was made out of Trismegistus, the later care¬ 
lessness of the same girl in holding the child under a window sash 
from which the leaden weights happened to have been removed to 
make toy cannon for his Uncle Toby. Sterne was whimsical. By a tech¬ 
nique of apparently disordered and meandering fancy, he was concerned 
to build a comic contrast between associational causes and the more 
reliable patterns of deliberation and predictability which we usually 
suppose to hold our world together. He was thus antimetaphysical 
while escaping the embarrassment of being too seriously and scienti¬ 
fically associational. 0 

The 18th-century theorist, however, was on the whole working very 
seriously. He was less concerned with whimsy or with intuitive flashes 
of mind-reading than with the achievement of a grammarian’s or a 
mechanist’s reliable map of the whole of our thinking. One such applica¬ 
tion of associationism proceeded upon what in ancient times might have 
been called the principle of “synecdoche,” or part for whole. The 
18th century saw a growing theoretical concern—especially on the 
part of critics like Joseph Warton who relished nature description in 
poetry and on the part of certain Scottish rhetoricians—for the con¬ 
crete particular, the kind of thing to be found in the drama of Shake¬ 
speare, or in the Bible, or in the seasonal paintings of Thomson, as dis¬ 
tinguished from the supposed generalizations of Pope’s ethical Essays . 7 
The associational way of explaining the force of skilfully chosen partic¬ 
ulars in description was to say that certain particulars were extremely 
potent in evoking a cloud of further particulars in the imagination of 
a reader. As Addison had put it in Spectator No. 417: 

G Cf. D. W. Jefferson, “ Tristram Shandy and the Tradition of Learned Wit,” 
Essays in Criticis?n, 1 (July, 1951), 239, 244-5; Kenneth MacLean, John Locke and 
English Literature of the Eighteenth Century (New Haven, 1936); Tristram Shandy , 
ed. James A. Work (New York, 1940), Introduction, pp. xlix-li. 

7 Sec ante Chapter 13, p. 264, the relation of this interest to the parallel be¬ 
tween poetry and painting, and post Chapter 15, p. 316, the conflict with the neo¬ 
classic universal. 
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. • . any single Circumstance of what we have formerly seen 
often raises up a whole Scene of Imagery, and awakens number¬ 
less Ideas that before slept in the Imagination; such a particular 
Smell or Colour is able to fill the Mind, on a sudden, with the 
Picture of the Fields or Gardens, where we first met with it, 
and to bring up into View all the Variety of Images that once 
attended it Our Imagination takes the Hint, and leads us un¬ 
expectedly into Cities or Theatres, Plains or Meadows. 

Happy powers of association! A striking complement to all this 
was the principle that the particular gets all of its significance or at 
least most of it from the other particulars that cluster around it in our 
memories (helping us to co-ordinate and interpret it), 8 and further that 
the significance of any particular for a given person will depend on the 
other particulars which that given person happens to associate with it. 
The name for this interpretation and valuing of particulars was “as- 
sociational response.” The fruits of an individual’s past experience con¬ 
stitute his readiness or power of associational response. 9 And “objects 
stand in order when their situation corresponds with that of our ideas.” 1 
At the same time a different emphasis (complementary to the sub¬ 
jective concept of “response”) was possible, and toward the end of 
the century this began to emerge as one of the main lessons of as- 
sociationism. By a kind of inversion of the synecdochal viewpoint, one 
might observe that, after all, association was a potent faculty for making 
combinations, for seeing objects, not thin and meager as they are ren¬ 
dered by abstraction, but in the whole richness of their concrete signifi¬ 
cance or of some particular significance they may have in a given situa¬ 
tion. Association under this aspect might be a way of putting back 
together the world which had been fragmented into atoms or moments of 
discrete experience by the Humean d/rsociation. It might be that we ought 
to set less store by reason and logic, our rationalist abstractive powers, 
and a great deal more by our entire mental and emotional work¬ 
ings, our total minds, even our instincts. These might give us a world 
of solid and extremely valuable reality. Under this aspect the name “as¬ 
sociation” gave way to the name “imagination.” Imagination, said the 
common-sense moral philosopher Adam Ferguson, conceives a thing 

with all its qualities and circumstances ... in respect to all their 
relations of similitude, analogy, or opposition; whereas, in ab- 

8 Abraham Tucker, The Light of Nature Pursued (1768-1778), II, 18, observes 
that litde children are uneasy when hungry but are not experienced enough to 
know what they want; they push the food away from them (Bate, Classic to Ro¬ 
mantic, p. 111). 

®Bate, Classic to Romantic, p. 112, citing Hume and also Priestley’s Introduc¬ 
tion to an edition of Hanley’s Theory of the Human Mind, 1775. 

1 Bate, Classic to Romantic, p. 103, quoting Abraham Tucker. 
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stractions, we should consider subjects, or pjrte of subjects, in 
some limited point of view, to which our reasoning or thought 
in that instance is directed. 2 

A related emphasis was that on “coalescence,” an aspect of the associa¬ 
tive imagination which today we discuss under such names as “synthe¬ 
sis,” “fusion,” or “integration.” Wordsworth and J. S. Mill would use 
the term “mental chemistry.” The English associationist Abraham 
Tucker in his Light of Nature Pursued , 1768, was the first to stress .the 
uniqueness of the object produced by the associational coalescence. Not 
an addition or juxtaposition of simple qualities in complex ideas, as in 
the Lockean epistemology, but a fusion into a special and irreducible 
whole—this is the process by which we know syllables composed of 
letters, words composed of syllables, and a lump of sugar as a white, 
sweet, hard, and angular somewhat. 3 

XI 

But let us return to the theme of emotion and value—or of value ex¬ 
plained by emotion—from which our account of association began and 
with which, if we are to be faithful to the subtlest and most persistent 
meaning of association for aesthetic theory, we ought to conclude. If 
our power of combining and of enjoying ideas was in any event a free, 
plastic, fluent, even whimsical power of “association,” what might this 
power not be capable of when loosened and encouraged by the genial 
heat of emotion? 

One fairly simple way in which association dealt with value was 
the attempt to explain our pain or pleasure in some things by shoving 
these things back on their associations with other things, which might 
or might not be more basic. Why do we consider such colors as bright 
blue and gold beautiful? Because, said the Scotch aesthetician Archibald 
Alison, we associate these with the clothes and furniture of the opulent, 
comfortable, and titled persons who wear blue coats with gold braid. 
And on the contrary the colors “of the Earth, of Stone, of Wood, etc. 
have no kind of Beauty, and are never mentioned as such. . . . The 
colours in the same manner, which distinguish the ordinary dress of the 
common people, are never considered as Beautiful.” 4 Why do we enjoy 

, 2 Principles of Moral and Political Science (Edinburgh, 1792), I, 104, “Imagi¬ 

nation”; cf. Dugald Stewart, Elements of the Philosophy of the Human Mind 
(Edinburgh, 1792), 477-S» “Of Imagination” (Bate, Classic to Romantic , pp. 113- 
17). Cf. Bate, “The Sympathetic Imaginadon in Eighteenth-Century English Criti¬ 
cism,” ELH y XII (June, 1945), 144-64. 

8 Cf. Bate, Classic to Romantic , pp. 118-20. 

4 Archibald Alison, Essay on The Nature and Principles of Taste , 1790, quoted 
by J. H. Muirhead, Coleridge as Philosopher (New York, 1930), p. 196. For a helpful 
account of Alison, see Martin Kallich, “The Meaning of Archibald Alison’s Essays 
on Taste? PQ> XXVII (October, 1948), 314-24. 
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ourselves when out for a day in the country? Because, explained a later 
essay by Hazlitt, we had a good time sporting in the country as children, 
and on returning to the country we still invest it with these pleasures 
by association. 5 As homesick poet, and even at moments as metaphysician, 
Coleridge would subscribe to the same view: 

I had found 

That grandest scenes have but imperfect charms 
Where the eye vainly wanders, nor beholds 
One spot with which the heart associates 
Holy remembrances of child or friend. 

—Lines Written at Elbingerode in 1799 

This kind of value association had been invoked earlier in the 18th cen¬ 
tury, by Francis Hutcheson and others, to explain individual aberrations 
from the true standard of taste. The main 18th-century drift, however, 
was toward giving it the full sanction of theoretic approval. 

The desires and interests of a human being, his patterns of response 
to the objects of his experience, one might easily enough reflect, have 
a great deal to do with determining the pattern of his associations so 
far as these may differ from what might be considered the stereotyped 
or merely normal, the logically or scientifically directed. It was just 
this thought which occurred with special force to Scottish “Common- 
Sense” theorists and others in the later 18th century. The aesthetic and 
ethic of feeling, the Shaftesburyan “moral sense,” appeared as if spe¬ 
cially designed to complete the doctrine of association and bring out 
happily all its implications. Emotions, or more broadly feelings, were 
precisely the norm by which association in ethics and in aesthetics could 
be distinguished from association in physical science. 0 Toward the end 
of the century and in the early nineteenth, the union was firmly and 
contentedly established—“as the rose blendcth its odor with the violet, 
—solution sweet.” 

Back in 1651 Hobbes had been of the opinion that “wit” is a “swift 
succession” of thoughts to “some approved end,” and that the reason 
why some men are more quickwitted than others lies in “the dif¬ 
ference of men’s passions; that love and dislike, some one thing, some 
another” ( Leviathan , I, viii). In 1774 Alexander Gerard’s Essay on Gen¬ 
ius makes the common-sensical observation that our passions tend to keep 
our minds running in certain directions. For instance, a man who is ex¬ 
tremely angry about something 

can scarce avoid thinking of the person who has offended him, 
and of the injury he has done him, recollecting everything he 
0 On the Love of the Country. 

6 Associationism as an all-inclusivc basis not only for psychology but for 
ethics was first formally proposed in 1731 by John Gay, the cousin of the poet (Bate, 
Classic to Romantic , p. 100). It was of course a part of Hartley’s system. 
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can dishonourable to that person, . . . and in a word dwelling 
on everything immediately relating to his anger. 7 

A passion, said Gerard, “preserves us from attending to foreign ideas, 
which would confound our thoughts and retard our progress.” Passion 
promotes unity of thinking. And not only “passions” in the sense of 
strong excitement but all the quieter kinds of feeling and interest. In his 
Light of Nature Pursued Tucker meditates on how a person going to 
market to buy oats for his horse meets a wagon on the way and is re¬ 
minded, not of turnpikes, roads, or commerce, but of the fact that the 
owner of the wagon is a farmer who might have some oats for sale more 
cheaply than at the market. 9 Such is the magnet-like power of our 
imagination when informed by a desire for some satisfaction. 

These pronouncements of the philosophers went a long way, if 
not all the way, in anticipating the things that both German philosophers 
and the great English romantic poets were later on to say about emotion 
in the high tide of their revulsion from the mechanistic phases of as¬ 
sociation theory. “Hartley’s system totters,” wrote Coleridge to Southey 
in 1803. Why did Hartley’s system totter? Because “association depends 
in a much greater degree on the recurrence of resembling states of feel¬ 
ing than trains of ideas.” 

I almost think that ideas never recall ideas, as far as they are 
ideas, any more than leaves in a forest create each other’s mo¬ 
tion. The breeze it is runs thro’ them—it is the soul or state of 
feeling. 9 

And this was not only a doctrine that concerned the emotions but one 
which appealed to them. “A metaphysical solution [like Hartley’s] that 
does not instantly tell you something in the heart is grievously to be 
suspected.” The literary theory of both Coleridge and his friend Words¬ 
worth, a theme to which we shall return in later chapters, is marked 
by frequent and notable utterances about such topics as “predominant 
passion” in poetry, the “union of deep feeling with profound thought,” 
the “gift of spreading the tone,” “emotion recollected in tranquillity.” 1 
The bearing of this associationist victory for feeling and emotion on the 
metaphysical point of reference, from which theory had been moving 
so steadily away, may be handily consulted in an essay by Hazlitt on 
“Wit and Humour,” the introduction to his English Comic Writers 

7 Alexander Gerard, Essay on Genius (1774), p. 163; cf. Bate, Classic to Ro - 
mantic , p. 124. Gerard’s Essay on Taste first appeared in 1759. 

8 Abraham Tucker, Light of Nature Pursued (1768-1778), I, 246; cf. Bate, Classic 
to Romantic , p. 126. 

0 Coleridge to Southey, August 7, 1803 ( Letters , 1895, I, 428). Cf. Muirhead, 
Coleridge as Philosopher , p. 199. 

1 Biographic Liter aria. Chapters IV, XV; Preface to Lyrical Ballads . 
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of 1819. Hazlitt was a kind of Addisonian spokesman of the romantic 
age, a very knowledgeable educator who blurted out secret meanings 
in quite plain prose. As Addison had often been influenced by Locke, 
so Hazlitt in his theorizing about aesthetic principles was influenced by 
Abraham Tucker, whose Light of Nature Pursued he abridged and 
edited in 1807. 2 1 ° his essay on “Wit and Humour” Hazlitt proposes that 
“wit principally aims at finding out something that seems the same, or 
amounts to a momentary deception where you least expected it, viz. in 
things totally opposite”—but that “imagination may be said to be the 
finding out something similar in things generally alike, or with like feel¬ 
ings attached to them.” 3 

During the mid-19th century the prime role of emotion as a prin¬ 
ciple of association or of artistic unification is not so much a discovery 
or matter of argument as an assumption that may be reproclaimed with 
more or less 6clat. The statements in J. S. Mill’s Autobiography and 
in his two essays on poetry published in the year 1833 represent a 
memorable dramatization of the problem and of the sentimental associa- 
tionalist resolution. As a young man Mill passed through the stages of the 
18th-century association philosophy; he “entered the whirlpool.” 

The very excellence of analysis (I argued) is that it tends to 
weaken and undermine whatever is the result of prejudice: that 
it enables us mentally to separate ideas which have only casually 
clung together; and no associations whatever could ultimately 
resist this dissolving force, were it not that we owe to analysis 
our clearest knowledge of the permanent sequences in nature; 
the real connexions between Things, not dependent on our 
will and feelings; . . . Analytic habits may thus even strengthen 
the associations between causes and effects, means and ends, 
but tend altogether to weaken those which are, to speak famil¬ 
iarly, a mere matter of feeling. 4 

What then of poetry? Poetry is clearly not analysis and on the record of 
the past two hundred years or so seems not especially flattered by analy¬ 
sis. Mill’s own view of analysis seems not likely to reverse the trend. 
By a kind of wilful flip-flop in his evaluation of one part of the analy¬ 
tic doctrine, he marks out the honors of poetry. “Whom, then,” he asks 
in the second of his essays dealing precisely with the problem of poetry, 
“Whom, then, shall we call poets?” And he replies: 

2 John Bullitt, “Hazlitt and the Romandc Conception of the Imagination,” PQ, 
XXIV (October, 1945), 35 i- 

8 Lectures on the English Comic Writers (Philadelphia, 1819), p. 38. 

4 Autobiography (New York, 1874), pp. 137-8, quoted by Walter J. Ong, 
"J. S. Mill’s Pariah Poet,” PQ, XXIX (July, 1950), 333-44- 
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Those who are so constituted, that emotions are the links of 
association by which their ideas, both sensuous and spiritual, 
are connected together. 5 

With these words Mill succeeded in reformulating briefly, to his own 
satisfaction, a supposition which for about a hundred years had been 
becoming more and more normal in critical thought, and which has 
very largely continued until our own day to operate as a latent premise 
in theoretical discussions of the value of poetry. It would be difficult to 
find a person who has theorized to any extent about his literary pre¬ 
ferences without at some time, under the stress of analytic objections, 
having fallen back on the plea that some poem which he admires is not 
constructed on a principle of logical uniry, or of narrative unity, but 
simply and sufficiently on one of emotional unity. 0 


SUPPLEMENT 

It is likewise necessary for a Man who would form to himself a finished 
Taste of good Writing, to be well versed in the Works of the best Criticks 
both Ancient and Modem. I must confess that I could wish there were Au¬ 
thors of this kind, who beside the Mechanical Rules which a Man of very little 
Taste may discourse upon, would enter into the very Spirit and Soul of fine 
Writing, and shew us the several Sources of that Pleasure which rises in the 
Mind upon the Perusal of a noble Work. Thus although in Poetry it be abso¬ 
lutely necessary that the Unities of Time, Place and Action, with other Points 
of the same Nature, should be thoroughly explained and understood; there 
is still something more essential to the Art, something that elevates and aston¬ 
ishes the Fancy, and gives a Greatness of Mind to the Reader, which few of 
the Criticks besides Longinus have considered. 

Our general Taste in E?igland is for Epigram, Turns of Wit, and forced 
Conceits, which have no manner of Influence, either for the bettering or en¬ 
larging the Mind of him who reads them, and have been carefully avoided by 
the greatest Writers, both among the Ancients and Modems. I have endeav- 

5 Mill’s first essay on poetry, “What is Poetry?” appeared in the Monthly Re¬ 
pository for January, 1833; his second essay, “The Two Kinds of Poetry,” in the same 
journal for October, 1833. He reprinted the two together, with slight revisions, as 
“Thoughts on Poetry and Its Varieties,” in his Dissertations and Discussions : Political , 
Philosophical, and Historical (New York, 1874-82); see I, 106. And cf. Ong', loc . cit n 
pp. 334, 339. For some complications and qualifications in Mill’s theory, see Alba 
Warren, pp. 69-77. 

6 “Continuity of interest” is a less emotively committed term which psycholo¬ 
gists in the positivist tradition have used to designate a principle of associative order 
which to a large extent is taken for granted by the modem mind. G. F. Stout, Manual 
of Psychology , 3d. ed, p. 558, quoted by Muirhead, Coleridge as Philosopher , p. 200. 
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ourcd in several of my Speculations to banish this Gothic Taste, which has 
taken possession among us. I entertained the Town, for a Week together, with 
an Essay upon Wit, in which I endeavoured to detect several of those false 
Kinds which have been admired in the different Ages of the World; and at 
the same time to shew wherein the Nature of true Wit consists. I afterwards 
gave an instance of the great Force which lyes in a natural Simplicity of 
Thought to affect the Mind of the Reader, from such vulgar Pieces as have 
little else besides this single Qualification to recommend them. I have likewise 
examined the Works of the greatest Poet which our Nation or perhaps any 
other has produced, and particularized most of those rational and manly 
Beauties which give a Value to that Divine Work. I shall next Saturday enter 
upon an Essay on the Pleasures of the Imagination , which, though it shall con¬ 
sider that Subject at large, will perhaps suggest to the Reader what it is that 
gives a Beauty to many Passages of the finest Writers both in Prose and Verse. 
As an Undertaking of this Nature is entirely new, I question not but it will 
be received with Candour. 

—Joseph Addison, Spectator 409, June 19, 1712 

The father of English poetry, like that of the Grecian, lived in a period little 
favourable to simplicity in poetry, and several meannesses occur throughout 
his works, which, in an age more refin’d, or more barbarous, he must have 
avoided. We see among the worthie acts of Duke Theseus, 

How he took the nobil cite after, 

And brent the walls and tore down roof and rafter . 

And, among the horrid Images which crowd the temple of Mars, 

The child stranglid in the cradil, 

The coke scaldid for alle his long ladil . 

That state of equipoise between horror and laughter, which the mind 
must here experience, may be rank’d among its most unpleasing sensations. 

—J. Hookham Frere, in The Microcosm (Windsor, 1787), No. IX, 
January 29, 1787. The “microcosm” reflected in this periodical work was 
the world of Eton College. Frere was in his seventeenth year. 

The Association of Ideas above hinted at, is one great Cause of the apparent 
Diversity of Fancys in the Sense of Beauty , as well as in the external Senses; 
and often makes Men have an aversion to Objects of Beauty, and a liking to 
others void of it, but under different Conceptions than those of Beauty and 
Deformity . And here it may not be improper to give some Instances of some 
of these Associations. The Beauty of Trees, their cool Shades, and their Apt¬ 
ness to conceal from Observation, have made Groves and Woods the usual 
Retreat to those who love Solitude, especially to the Religious, the Pensive, 
the Melancholy , and the Amorous . And do not we find that we have so join’d 
the Ideas of these Dispositions of Mind with those external Objects, that they 
always recur to us along with them. The Cunning of the Heathen Priests might 
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make such obscure Places the Scene of the fictitious Appearances of their 
Deitys; and hence we join Ideas of something Divine to them. We know the 
like Effect in the Ideas of our Churches, from the perpetual use of them only 
in religious Exercises. The faint Light in Gothick Buildings has had the same 
Association of a very foreign Idea, which our Poet shews in his Epithet. 

A Dim religious Light. 

In like manner it is Known, “That often all the Circumstances of Actions 
or Places, or Dresses of Persons, or Voice, or Song, which have occur’d at 
any time together, when we were strongly affected by any Passion, will be so 
connected that any one of these will make all the rest recur.” And this is often 
the occasion both of great Pleasure and Pain, Delight and Aversion to many 
Objects, which of themselves might have been perfectly indifferent to us: but 
these Approbations, or Distastes are remote from the Ideas of Beauty, being 
plainly different Ideas. 

—Francis Hutcheson, An Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty 
and Virtue (London, 1725), pp. 76-77 (Sec. 6, par. 11) 


In Collins’ Ode to Evening we find a melancholy which at moments, as in the 
description of the bat, verges on disorder, and which at all times is far too 
profound to arise from an evening landscape alone. . . . Collins’ bat is not 
mad nor a sufficient motive for madness, but it is used to express a state of 
mind irrelevant to him. It is as if a man should murder his mother, and then, 
to express his feelings, write an Ode to Thunder. Or rather, it is as if a man 
should murder his mother with no consciousness of the act, but with all of the 
consequent suffering, and should then so express himself. A symbol is used to 
embody a feeling neither relevant to the symbol nor relevant to anything else 
of which the poet is conscious: the poet expresses his feeling as best he is able 
without understanding it. . . . Shelley’s Ode to the West Wind, and in a meas¬ 
ure Keats’ Ode to the Nightingale, are examples of the same procedure; 
namely, of expressing a feeling, not as among the traditional poets in terms of 
its motive, but in terms of something irrelevant or largely so, commonly land¬ 
scape. No landscape, in itself, is an adequate motive for the feelings expressed 
in such poems as these; an appropriate landscape merely brings to mind cer¬ 
tain feelings and is used as a symbol for their communication. The procedure 
can be defended on the grounds that the feeling may be universal and that the 
individual reader is at liberty to supply his own motive; but the procedure 
nevertheless does not make for so concentrated a poetry as the earlier method, 
and as an act of moral contemplation the poem is incomplete and may even 
be misleading and dangerous. 

—Yvor Winters, Primitivism and Decadence (New York, 1937), pp. 36-7. 

Reprinted from In Defense of Reason (pp. 50-1) by Yvor Winters by 

permission of the publisher, Alan Swallow. Copyright 1937 and 1947 by 

Yvor Winters. 
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Lady Bluebottle: Well, now we break up; 

But remember Miss Diddle invites us to sup. 

Inkel: Then at two hours past midnight we all meet again. 

For the sciences, sandwiches, hock, and champagne! 

Tracy: And the sweet lobster salad! 

Both: I honour that meal; 

For ’tis then that our feelings most genuinely—feel. 

—Lord Byron, The Blues , Eclogue the Second , 11 . 154-9 
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V ividness (enargeia) appears in classical treatises as a quasi- 
cognitive figure, a rhetorical merit which tends to be definable 
best in terms of the imaginative excitement which it is said to 
induce in an audience. In the treatise of Longinus, the conception is 
treated under the head of images ( phantasm ). 

At the present day the word [phantasia ] is predominantly used 
in cases where, carried away by enthusiasm and passion, you 
think you see what you describe, and you place it before the 
eyes of your hearers.—XV 

Aristotle ( Rhetoric , III, xi) had suggested that vividness is likely to ap¬ 
pear along with such more definable figures as metaphor, antithesis, 
and parallel. The most extended classical attempt to give the figure a 
cognitive basis is that of Quintilian in Book VIII, Chapter 3 of his In¬ 
stitute, where he dwells on the merit of multiplying descriptive particu¬ 
lars. 

The mere statement that the town was stormed, while no doubt 
it embraces all that such a calamity involves, has all the curtness 
of a dispatch, and fails to penetrate to the emotions of the 
hearer. But if we expand all that the one word “stormed” in¬ 
cludes, we shall see the flames pouring from house and tem¬ 
ple, and hear the crash of falling roofs and one confused clam¬ 
our blent of many cries; we shall behold some in doubt 
whither to fly, others clinging to their nearest and dearest in 
one last embrace, while the wailing of women and children and 
the laments of old men that the cruelty of fate should have 
spared them to see that day will strike upon our ears. Then will 
come the pillage of treasure sacred and profane, the hurrying to 
and fro of the plunderers as they carry off their booty or re¬ 
turn to seek for more, the prisoners driven each before his own 
inhuman captor, the mother struggling to keep her child, and 
the victors fighting over the richest of the spoil. 1 

Such testimonies were to be quite convenient to English theory of the 
18th century. Alexander Pope, citing Longinus in a footnote to bus trans¬ 
lation of the Iliad , pointed out that Homer deals not only in the 
“great and noble” but in the minutely observed detail. 2 Pope’s friend 
Spence, in an Essay on Pope's Odyssey (1726-1727), invoked the state- 

1 Reprinted by permission of the publishers from Quintilian, Imtztudo Oratoria , 
HI, 249, translated by H. E. Butler, Lceb Classical Library, Cambridge, Mass.: Har¬ 
vard University Press, 1943- 

2 George Sherbum, The Dvnciad , Beck IV,” in Studies in English . . . The 
University of Texas, 1944 (Austin, 1945), ?• *84* quoting Pope’s note to Iliad VI, 
595 - 
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ment by Quintilian as a classical sanction for the same thing. 3 And so 
too did Joseph Warton in his Essay on the Genius and Writings of 
Pope* though here the general argument was at the expense of Pope’s 
Pastorals and in favor of the more minutely descriptive poetry of 
Thomson’s Seasons . 

Thomson was blessed with a strong and copious fancy; he hath 
enriched poetry with a variety of new and original images, 
which he painted from nature itself, and from his own actual 
observations: his descriptions have, therefore, a distinctness and 
truth, which are utterly wanting to those poets who have only 
copied from each other, and have never looked abroad on the 
objects themselves. . . . Innumerable are the little circum¬ 
stances in his descriptions, totally unobserved by all his predeces¬ 
sors.—I, 40-2 

The judicious addition of circumstances and adjuncts is what 
renders poesy a more lively imitation of nature than prose. 

-I, 11 

A minute and particular enumeration of circumstances judi¬ 
ciously selected, is what chiefly discriminates poetry from his¬ 
tory, and renders the former, for that reason, a more close and 
faithful representation of nature than the latter.—I, 47 

Warton thought that contemporary literature showed many symptoms 
of '‘departing from these true and lively and minute representations 
of Nature, and of dwelling in generalities .” 3 

The doctrine of particularity became something like a rhetorical 
standard during the latter half of the 18th century, especially in the 
work of Scottish rhetoricians and associational aestheticians. Thus Lord 
Karnes in his Elements of Criticism: 

. . . avoid as much as possible abstract and general terms. . . . 
images, which are the life of poetry, cannot be raised in any 
perfection but by introducing particular objects. 6 

And George Campbell in his Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776): 

. . . the more general any name is as it comprehends the more 
individuals under it, and consequently requires the more ex- 

3 An Essay on Pope's Odyssey , Part II (Oxford, 1727), “Evening the Fourth,” 
p. 122. “There is a Poetical Falsity , if a strong Idea of each particular be not imprinted 
on the Mind; and an Historical , if some things are passed over only with a general 
mark of Infamy or Dislike. It was in Quintilian I first met with this Observa¬ 
tion. ...” 

4 Edition of 1806, II, 168. 

5 II, 168. 

c Elements of Criticism, 2d. ed. (Edinburgh, 1763), I, 307, Ch. 4. 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 316 

tensive knowledge in the mind that would rightly apprehend it, 
the more it must have of indistinctness and obscurity. 7 

Nothing can contribute more to enliven the expression, than 
that all the words employed be as particular and determinate 
in their signification, as will suit with the nature and the 
scope of the discourse. The more general the terms are, the 
picture is the fainter; the more special they are, it is the 
brighter. 8 

The rule of thumb concerning particular descriptive writing is so well 
established in the textbook code of our own century in America and Eng¬ 
land that it scarcely needs illustration for anybody who has ever been 
either a pupil or a teacher in a high school or college freshman course in 
composition. The descent of the rule from the 18th century through such 
18th-century rhetoricians as Archbishop Whately and the Scottish logician 
and moralist Alexander Bain is not a part of the story which this book 
aspires to tell. 

Particularity was part of an 18th-century reaction against the neo- 
Platonic classical tradition. The aim of our chapter is to describe the 
terminus and the last enfeebled exaggeration of that theoretically anti- 
particularist tradition. 


II 

One feature of the doctrine of ideal form was its great readiness to 
embrace both the arts of language and those of picturing. This was part 
of the parallelism ut pictura poesis and illustrated most of the general 
weaknesses of the parallel. There is scarcely any general theory of 
literary value (unless the opposite theory of particularization) which 
will translate so easily into painters’ terms. The climax of the tradition 
and its grandest claim appeared, as we shall see, in the shoulder-to- 
shoulder pronouncements of the giant litterateur Samuel Johnson and 
his friend the portrait painter Sir Joshua Reynolds. One of the earliest 
strong statements in English was that by Dryden in the Preface to his 
translation (1695) of the French painter Du Fresnoy’s Art of Painting. 
In part Dryden quoted from the Italian neo-Platonist Bellori. 

Nature always intends a consummate beauty in her productions, 

yet through the inequality of the Matter, the Forms are altered. 

7 Philosophy of Rhetoric , 2d. ed. (London, 1801), II, 103, Bk. II, Ch. 7. 

8 II, 136. Cf. Scott Elledge, “The Background and Development in English 
Criticism of the Theories of Generality and Particularity,” PMLA , LXII (March, 
1947), esp. 176-81; and Houghton W. Taylor, “Particular Character”: an Early Phase 
of a Literary Evolution,” PMLA , LX (March, 1945)* 161-74- 
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... For which Reason, the artful Painter, and the Sculptor, 
imitating the Divine Maker, form to themselves, as well as 
they are able, a Model of the Superior Beauties. 9 

Pope in his Essay on Criticism stated the thesis in the literary context: 

Unerring Nature, still divinely bright, 

One clear, unchang’d, and universal light. 

Life, force, and beauty, must to all impart. 

At once the source, and end, and test of Art. 

—I, 68-73 

In some fair body thus th’ informing soul 
With spirit feeds, with vigour fills the whole. 

—Ii 7<5-7 

One ingratiating feature of this doctrine of the universal-ideal as found 
in Dryden and Pope, a derivative amalgam of Platonic, Aristotelian and 
Roman Stoic ideas, was its accommodating vagueness. Recent students 
of the history of ideas, in a somewhat overanalytic enthusiasm, have 
found themsleves able to distinguish an indeterminate number of senses 
or “uses” of the term “nature” as it appears during the neo-classic 
age in English and continental writers. Yet the senses thus distinguished 
are not all strictly co-ordinate. They are not on the same footing and do 
not actually make the problem as unmanageable as one might fear. In 
Professor Loyejoy’s early article on the subject, “Nature as Aesthetic 
Norm” (1927), 1 some of the 37 senses which he distinguished refer to 
the external world of nature, some to the artistic imitation, some to 
the artist’s genius, some to the responses of the audience. Of those which 
refer to the external world, some refer to separate objects in that 
world, some to rules or principles, and some to the whole world order, 
the total embodiment of the principles. We have in short a set of com¬ 
plementary and analogical senses intrinsic to the subject-object relation 
of human knowledge and to the process of abstracting principles from 
concreteness. The main neo-classic emphasis was on the idea that there 
is a world order, both as a total embodiment, 2 as a set of principles, 
and as a realm of more or less knowable and predictable objects of 
various classes. Among these classes of objects the most important for 

0 Art of Painting (London, 1795), p. v. Cf. L. I. Bredvold, “The Tendency 
toward Platonism in Neo-Classical Esthetics,” ELH, I (September, 1934), 91-1 * 9 - 

1 A. O. Lovejoy, “Nature as Aesthetic Norm,” MLN y XLII (November, 1927), 
444-50. The same writer in “The Parallelism of Deism and Classicism,” A/P, XXIX 
(February, 1932), 283 ff., refers to 60 odd senses or uses; and Harold S. Wilson, 
“Some Meanings of ‘Nature’ in Renaissance Literary Theory,” JHl, II (194O, 430-48, 
refers to 35. 

2 The plenitude, continuity, and gradations of the Great Chain of Being, as 
A. O. Lovejoy points out, constituted a system rife with implications of fecundity, 
variation, and romantic diversification. 
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the artist’s study were human beings themselves, in their several sub¬ 
classes, and in their institutions and productions. Lovejoy’s sense I. E 17, 
“the universal and immutable in thought, feeling, and taste,” is referred 
by him to the artist’s public, but it referred equally and reflexively in 
the Augustan mind to the most important objects of the artist’s imita¬ 
tion. 

As the classical idea of nature worked its way out in the aesthetic 
speculations of Pope and his contemporaries, it took on certain highly 
significant local colorations. For one thing, the idea of the uniformity 
and universality of nature appeared now strongly re-enforced by Carte¬ 
sian and geometric standards of clear reason, and by Newtonian con¬ 
cepts of a mechanically ordered universe. 

We have alluded in an earlier chapter to the geometric spirit which 
flourished among French critics. At the same time, the most agile literary 
men of the age were able to reconcile this new scientism and modern 
spirit of “reason” with the older principle of authority or reverence for 
the ancient models. The literary rules were said not to supplant, but to 
methodize nature. And as the central concept was that of a universal 
truth, the reconciliation of reasonable rules and ancient authorities was 
not in fact so difficult. What is permanent is bound to have been known 
to the ancients, and vice versa. “These rules of old discovered, not 
devised, Are Nature still, but Nature methodized.” 

When first young Maro in his boundless mind 
A work t’ outlast immortal Rome design’d, 

Perhaps he seem’d above the Critic’s law, 

And but from Nature’s fountains scorn’d to draw: 

But when t’ examine ev’ry part he came, 

Nature and Homer were, he found, the same. 

—Essay on Criticism, I, 130-5 

As once long before, in the age of Cicero and Horace, so now again 
the idea of the universal made its practical literary appearance in close 
association with the implemental ideas of literary genre and of decorum 
for various kinds of detail, notably for character-drawing. Pope’s theo¬ 
retical assumptions about character types, for instance, are clearly seen 
in the irony of the following passage from his Peri Bathous , a recital 
upside-down of a classical code which includes not only Longinian but 
Horatian and Aristotelian clauses. 

Since the great Art of all Poetry is to mix Truth with Fiction, 
in order to join the Credible with the Surprising ; our author 
shall produce the Credible, by painting nature in her lowest 
simplicity; the Surprising, by contradicting common opinion. 

In the very Manners he will affect the Marvelous ; he will draw 
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Achilles with the patience of Job; a Prince talking like a 
Jack-pudding; a Maid of honour selling bargains; a footman 
speaking like a philosopher; and a fine gentleman like a 
scholar. . , . l 

Nothing seemed more plain to our great authors, than That 
the world had long been weary of natural things .—Ch. V 

We have already suggested that the Augustan concept of “nature” 
i*.;d a strongly social cast. T r was a nature of man’s creations, his civili¬ 
zation, cities, estates, temples, palaces, drawing rooms, boudoirs, theaters, 
debates, conversations, and literature. It included, but it was not cen¬ 
tered in, the kind of “nature” which nowadays we mostly mean by the 
term “nature” and which we experience chiefly on picnics—the Rous- 
seauistic and Wordsworthian nature of the outdoors and of the unspoiled, 
spontaneous and primitive man who might be supposed to inhabit 
the outdoors. The 7/7/natural for Pope was a deviation from a norm; 
for romantic naturalists the unnatural would actually be the restraint im¬ 
posed by a norm 3 (a meaning, incidentally, that grew plausibly enough 
out of the 17th-century trend in favor of reason, “good sense” (le bon 
sen?), or “common sense,” as opposed to mere authority). 4 One fled 
from authority to the outdoors. It is not difficult to illustrate the antithe¬ 
sis, especially in its indoor-outdoor, city-country, aspect, from statements 
by the leading English men of letters. It is standard procedure to quote 
Samuel Johnson’s preference for the vista of Fleet Street over any 
rural landscape or his meditation at Anoch in the Western Islands: 

X 

I sat down on a bank, such as any writer of romance might have 
delighted to feign. I had indeed no trees to whisper over my 
head, but a clear rivulet streamed at my feet. The day was 
calm, the air soft, and all was rudeness, silence, and solitude. 
Before me, and on either side, were high hills, which, by hinder¬ 
ing the eye from ranging, forced the mind to find entertainment 
for itself. 

And by contrast, Wordsworth’s avowal: “One impulse from a vernal 
wood May teach you more of man, Of moral evil and of good; Than all 
the sages can.” Or Byron’s “High mountains are a feeling, but the hum 
Of human cities torture.” It is a fairly easy matter to connect this shift 
in appreciation with the neo-Longinian vast and irregular, and with the 

3 This romantic idea is of course to be found in Pope too. “The great secret 
how to write well, is to know thoroughly what one wntes about, and not to be 
affected ... to write naturally.” “Arts are taken from nature; and after a thousand 
vain efforts for improvements are best when they return to their first simplicity.” 
Joseph Spence, Anecdotes, ed. S. W. Singer (London, 1820), pp. 11-12, 291. 

4 Cf. Austin Warren, Alexander Pope as Critic and Humanist (Princeton, 
» 9 * 9 )» PP- * 7 —*8- 
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taste in painting, in landscape gardening, and in loco-descriptive poetry 
which we have earlier noted. 


Ill 

But our present theme is rather the natural as the universal. And here 
the critics of the last classical generation, the Johnsonian, offer us a defi¬ 
nition that has both the advantage for the historian and the disadvantage 
to itself of being somewhat over-formally drawn. Three of Samuel 
Johnson’s least escapable statements on the theme are the often-quoted 
tulip passage in the discourse of the philosopher Imlac in Rasselas (1759)1 
that on character in his Preface to Shakespeare (1765), and that on meta¬ 
physical wit in his Life of Cowley (1781). 

The business of the poet ... is to examine, not the individual, 
but the species; to remark general properties and large appear¬ 
ances; he does not number the streaks of the tulip, or describe the 
different shades in the verdure of the forest. He is to exhibit in 
his portraits of nature such prominent and striking features, as 
recall the original to every mind; and must neglect the minuter 
discriminations, which one may have remarked, and another have 
neglected, for those characteristics which are alike obvious to 
vigilance and carelessness. ... He must divest himself of the 
prejudices of his age or country; he must consider right and 
wrong in their abstracted and invariable state; he must disregard 
present laws and opinions, and rise to general and transcendental 
truths, which will always be the same.— Rasselas , Ch. X 

[Shakespeare’s] characters are not modified by the customs of 
particular places, unpractised by the rest of the world; by the 
peculiarities of studies or professions, which can operate but upon 
small numbers; or by the accidents of transient fashions or tem¬ 
porary opinions: they are the genuine progeny of common hu¬ 
manity, such as the world will always supply, and observation 
will always find. His persons act and speak by the influence of 
those general passions and principles by which all minds are agi¬ 
tated, and the whole system of life is continued in motion. In 
the writings of other poets a character is too often an individual; 
in those of Shakespeare it is commonly a species. 

Preface to Shakespeare 0 

Great thoughts are always general, and consist in positions not 

fi Cf. Fielding’s statement about his own comic characters the lawyer and Mrs. 
Slipslop, in Joseph Andrews, Part III, chapter 1. 
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limited by exceptions, and in descriptions not descending to 
minuteness. 

The fault of Cowley, and perhaps of all the writers of the meta¬ 
physical race, is that of pursuing his thoughts to their last rami¬ 
fications, by which he loses the grandeur of generality; ... all 
the power of description is destroyed by a scrupulous enumera¬ 
tion.— Life of Cowley , paragraphs 58, 133 6 
Let us add to this gallery some of the statements made by Johnson’s 
friend and pupil in aesthetic discourse, Sir Joshua Reynolds. First some 
samples from three essays which he contributed to Johnson’s periodical 
series of 1759, The Idler . 

The Italian attends only to the invariable, the great and general 
ideas which are fixed and inherent in universal nature; the Dutch, 
on the contrary, to literal truth and a minute exactness of detail, 
as I may say, of nature modified by accident. The attention to 
these petty peculiarities is the very cause of this naturalness so 
much admired in the Dutch pictures, which, if we suppose it to 
be a beauty, is certainly of a lower order,—No. 79 

In consequence of having seen many [individuals of the same 
species] the power is acquired ... of distinguishing between 
accidental blemishes and excrescences which are continually 
varying the surface of nature’s works, and the invariable general 
form which nature most frequently produces, and always seems 
to intend in her productions. . . . Every species of the animal as 
well as the vegetable creation may be said to have a fixed or 
determinate form towards which nature is continually inclining 
.... perfect beauty is oftener produced by nature than de¬ 
formity; I do not mean than deformity in general, but than any 
one kind of deformity.—No. 82 

Then from his annual Discourses (1769-1790) as President of the Royal 
Academy, these rules for the serious painter: 

6 Rambler No. 36 includes in the following succinct statement the two impor¬ 
tant words “species” and “grandeur.” “Poetry cannot dwell upon the minuter dis¬ 
tinctions, by which one species differs from another, without departing from that 
simplicity of grandeur which fills the imagination; nor dissect the latent qualities of 
things, without losing its general power of gratifying every mind by recalling its 
conceptions.” In his last Rambler, Johnson states what he believes to be the relation 
of the theory to his own practice as a prose essayist. “I have never complied 
with temporary curiosity, nor enabled my readers to discuss the topick of the day; 
I have rarely exemplified my assertions by living characters; in my papers, no man 
could look for censures of his enemies, or praises of himself; and they only were 
expected to peruse them, whose passions left them leisure for abstracted truth, and 
whom virtue could please by its naked dignity.” 

The sentences quoted above from the Life of Cowley are closely associated 
in their context with a neo-Longinian notion of the sublimely vast. Cf. post , p. 324. 
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He will leave the meaner Artist servilely to suppose that those 
are the best pictures which are most likely to deceive the spec¬ 
tator. He will permit the lower painter, like the florist or collec¬ 
tor of shells, to exhibit the minute discriminations, which dis¬ 
tinguish one object of the same species from another; while he, 
like the philosopher, will consider Nature in the abstract, and 
represent in every one of his figures the character of its species. 

—Discourse III 7 

In the same manner as the historical Painter never enters into the 
detail of colours, so neither does he debase his conceptions with 
minute attention to the discriminations of drapery. It is the in¬ 
ferior style that marks the variety of stuffs. With him the cloth¬ 
ing is neither woollen, nor linen, nor silk, satin, or velvet; it is 
drapery; it is nothing more .—Discourse IV 

It is of course possible to show that both Johnson and Reynolds ut¬ 
tered a variety of other critical statements and even at times contradicted 
or came close to contradicting the emphatic rule of the universal. Thus 
in one of his latest Discourses , Reynolds, having apparently read Bacon’s 
well-turned compliment to the poetic imagination in the Proficience and 
Advancement of Learning, 8 introduces the following variation upon his 
own basic distinction between naturalistic detail and the grandeur of 
generality. 

Apply to that reason only which informs us not what imi¬ 
tation is—a natural representation of a given object—but what 
it is natural for the imagination to be delighted with. 

It is allowed on all hands, that facts and events, however they 
may bind the historian, have no dominion over the poet or the 
painter. With us, history is made to bend and conform to this 

7 A person concerned to drive home the difficulties involved in taking the 
species as aesthetic norm could do no better than quote certain other passages of 
this Discourse. “In the human figure . . . the beauty of the Hercules is one [beauty], 
of the Gladiator another, of the Apollo another; which makes so many different 
ideas of beauty. It is true, indeed, that these figures arc each perfect in their kind, 
though of different characters and proportions; but still none of them is the repre¬ 
sentation of an individual but of a class.” “I should be sorry, if what is here recom¬ 
mended should be at all understood to countenance a careless or undetermined 
manner of painting. For though the painter is to overlook the accidental discrim¬ 
inations of Nature, he is to exhibit distinctly, and with precision, the general forms 
of things.” 

The marginalia which about 1808 William Blake wrote in a copy of Reynolds’ 
Discourses include the following pungent comments: “Real effect is making out of 
Parts, and it is Nothing Else but that.” “Sacrifice the Parts: What becomes of the 
whole?” “Minute Discrimination is not accidental. All Sublimity is founded on 
Minute Discrimination.” “Distinct General Form cannot exist. Distinctness is Partic¬ 
ular, Not General.” “To Generalize is to be an Idiot.” “This Man was Hired to 
Depress Art.” 

8 See ante Chapter 9, p. I 7 1 * 
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great idea of art. And why? Because these arts, in their highest 
province, are not addressed to the gross senses; but to the de¬ 
sires of the mind, to that spark of divinity which we have within, 
impatient of being circumscribed and pent up by the world 
which is about us .—Discourse XIII 

As for Samuel Johnson, he is the Great Cham of 18th-century English 
literary criticism, a mammoth personality who was more capacious than 
any abstract dimension of critical theory. We surround him here with 
the atmosphere of the classic universal because his championship of that 
view is a late climax in its history and appears to be his distinctive con¬ 
tribution to 18th-century English criticism. As a late classical giant, how¬ 
ever, he is even more interesting for the complexity and sometimes in¬ 
consistent detail of his views. Near the close of our discussion of neo- 
classicism, it will be appropriate to dwell for a few pages on this curiously 
rounded, or squared out, figure. 


IV 

Johnson participated heavily in the rationalistic and psychological trends 
which we have described in our last chapter. We have already seen, for 
example, his acquiescence in the doctrine of genius and originality. (If 
Homer did not write as good a poem as Virgil, he was yet a better poet, 
because he came first.) 9 We have seen his off-the-cuff sentimental answer 
to the ancient question about catharsis. He thought of Shakespeare as a 
pathetic, tender, and domestic poet, and his devotion to the pathetic dif¬ 
fered from the prevailing attitude of his age mainly in that he refused to 
merge the pathetic with that other emotive keynote, the sublime. John¬ 
son’s surrender to the sublime itself was limited by his shrewd and ortho¬ 
dox realization that it was in effect a new form of religion—rhapsodic and 
worshipful of outdoor nature. He lived at a time when in fact it was im¬ 
possible for poetry and religion to come together without the dilution of 
one or the other. His response was an attitude of contempt for the serv¬ 
ices of poetry in the cause of religion. “Devotional poetry” was simply 
“unsatisfactory.” 

The paucity of its topics enforces perpetual repetition, and the 
sanctity of the matter rejects the ornaments of figurative diction. 

It is sufficient for Watts to have done better than others what no 
man has done well. 

“The good and evil of Eternity,” he said, summing up the limitations of 
Paradise Lost, “are too ponderous for the wings of wit.” 

Yet Johnson was at one with his age in recognizing the sublime as a 

9 Cf. Rambler No. 121, on the evils of imitating. 
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category distinct from the beautiful, (The beautiful for Johnson was 
something close to the rhetorically elegant. Milton was sublime, Pope 
beautiful.) 1 The sublime plays a pronounced, if somewhat disguised, role 
in Johnson’s thought as an adjunct or ambiguous equivalent of the uni¬ 
versal. The grandeur of generality is something inclusive, not only in the 
sense of being universally valid or true, but in that of being big, reaching 
out and taking in all. Thus, in his remarks on the metaphysical poets: 

Nor was the sublime within their reach . . . ; for they never 
attempted that comprehension and expanse of thought which at 
once fills the whole mind, and of which the first effect is sudden 
astonishment, and the second rational admiration. Sublimity is 
produced by aggregation, and littleness by dispersion. Great 
thoughts are always general. 2 

The ancestry of this alliance between the vast and the general becomes 
clearer if we revert now to a difference between the two ancient critics 
Quintilian and Longinus on the rhetorical merit of vividness ( enargeia ). 
Both believe in it. But whereas Quintilian, as we have seen, recommends 
in its support the meticulous description, Longinus notes the danger of 
falling into meanness. 

When Theopompus had dressed out in marvelous fashion the 
descent of the Persian king upon Egypt, he spoilt the whole by 
some petty words. . . . With his wonderful description of the 
whole outfit he mixes bags and condiments and sacks, and con¬ 
veys the impression of a confectioner’s shop. . . . He might have 
described the scene in broad outline . . . and with regard to the 
preparations generally have spoken of ‘waggons and camels and 
the multitude of beasts of burden carrying everything that minis¬ 
ters to the luxury and enjoyment of the table.’—XL 1 II 

We have observed that the classicism of the later 17th and the 
18th centuries was supported by strains of scientific rationalism which in 
the end undercut the authoritarian element in classicism and placed new 
and disastrously heavy stresses upon its claims to being reasonable. John¬ 
son was a resolutely reasonable classicist — not in the a priori mood of the 
French geometres but with the experimental resolution of the English 
Baconians. The amateur empiricism which Johnson practised with chemi¬ 
cal retorts and in such simple experiments as the plucking of his own 
hairs to see how long they would take to grow back 3 was matched in 
literary criticism by his constant appeals from literary convention to a 

1 Sec J. H. Hagstrum, “Johnson’s Conception of the Beautiful, the Pathetic and 
the Sublime,” PMLA, LX 1 V (March, 1949), 134-157, reprinted in his Scmrucl John¬ 
son's Literary Criticism (Minneapolis, 1952), ch. VII, pp. 129-52. 

2 Life of Conley , par. 58. 

3 Boswell, Life of Johnson , ed. Hill-PowclL III, 398, n. 3. 
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general knowledge of life and literature, “Reason,” he says, “wants not 
Horace to support it.” 4 And, “There is always an appeal open from 
criticism to nature.” 5 Johnson’s theory" of literary criticism was some¬ 
thing analogous to deism in contemporary theology. 

It is true that he had rather rigorous ideas about metrical accuracy 
(His ear seems to have been open only to the couplet), and there is a 
pair of Rainblers in which he talks harshly about Samson Agonistes on the 
Aristotelian grounds that it has a beginning and end but no middle. But 
Johnson was not at heart a critic according to the neo-classic species. He 
never wrote anything approximating Addison’s series of Spectators ap¬ 
praising Paradise Lost according to the categories laid down by neo- 
Aristotelianism. His notorious disgust at Lycidas was part of a pre- 
romantic preference for nature over the formal species and the conven¬ 
tions of the pastoral. In his Shakespeare Prjface he not only defended the 
“mingled” genre of tragicomedy, but in a passage which we have quoted 
in an earlier chapter he gave memorably vigorous expression to that re¬ 
jection of the unities of time and place (as no true illusions) which had 
been under way in English criticism since early in Dryden’s day. 6 

The appeal to nature and reason has with Johnson a strong equali- 
tarian orientation, toward the common audience and their spontaneous 
vote. Though he believes that “reason and nature are uniform and in¬ 
flexible,” such uniformity as he in fact discovers is often in the psy¬ 
chology of the persons whom the poet addresses, rather than in any 
norm beyond and superior to themselves. Johnson’s anti-classic revolt 
erupts with some energy rather early in his critical career, in three of his 
Ramblers , Nos. 125, 156, and 158, devoted to an inquiry into the bind¬ 
ing force of the literary'- rules. 

Definitions have been no less difficult or uncertain in criticism 
than in law. Imagination, a licentious and vagrant faculty, unsus¬ 
ceptible of limitations, and impatient of restraint, has always en¬ 
deavoured to baffle the logician, to perplex the confines of dis¬ 
tinction, and burst the enclosures of regularity. There is there¬ 
fore scarcely any species of writing of which we can tell what is 
its essence, and what are its constituents; every new genius pro¬ 
duces some innovation, which when invented and approved, sub¬ 
verts the rules which the practice of foregoing authors had es¬ 
tablished.—No. 125 

Both the tone of lament and that of applause seem rather studiously 
absent from this passage. It is a hard-headed report on the facts. But the 

4 Preface to Shakespeare , Works (1787)* IX, 248. 

5 Life of Dryden, Lives of the Poets , ed. G. B. Hill (Oxford, 1905) I» 4*3. 

°T. M. Raysor, “The Downfall of the Three Unities,” MLN , XLII (19*7)* 

1-9. Cf. ante Chapter 10, p. 189. 
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writer’s sympathy becomes clear enough before he is done. He is in the 
course of launching a fully committed attack on the “arbitrary edicts of 
legislators” (No. 158), the hardening into law of rules derived from over¬ 
rated classic models, and the general failure of critics to distinguish be¬ 
tween laws of nature and mere conventions. 7 

Some [laws] are to be considered as fundamental and indispensa¬ 
ble, others only as useful and convenient; some as dictated by 
reason and necessity, others as enacted by despotick antiquity; 
some as invincibly supported by their conformity to the order 
of nature and operations of the intellect; others as formed by 
accident, or instituted by example, and therefore always liable 
to dispute and alteration.—No. 156 

Among the more fixed and obligatory rules of drama, Johnson recog¬ 
nizes the unity of action and the single hero. Among the more obviously 
legitimate targets for dissent are the unity of time, the rule against tragi¬ 
comedy, the rule of five acts, and the limit of three persons together on the 
stage. The superior rule by which Johnson would test all such accidents 
of custom and prejudice is, as we have suggested, a principle graded 
through “reason,” “nature,” and “experience” in such a way as to termi¬ 
nate rather candidly now and then in an appeal to the pleasures of the 
voting audience. 

. . . any man’s reflections will inform him, that every dramatick 
composition which raises mirth, is comick. ... If the two kinds 
of dramatick poetry had been defined only by their effects 
upon the mind, some absurdities might have been prevented. 

—No. 125 

The affectivism of such remarks is, however, a relatively casual com¬ 
mitment with Johnson, the consequences of which he seems scarcely to 
entertain. 8 


V 

But to turn back toward the main line of our dealing with Johnson: 
the principle of the neo-classic universal is something which works its 
way through his objective theorizing with great consistency. The titles 
of two of his essays, Rambler No. 143, “The Criterions of Plagiarism,” 

7 Cf. Joseph E. Brown, The Critical Opinions of Samuel Johnson (Princeton, 
1921), pp. 221-d, “Rules.” 

8 The “absurdities” which he has in mind in the above passage, for example, 
are those committed, not by critics, but by poets (like Dryden in Don Sebastian) 
when they mix the heroic with “unseasonable levity.” The argument quickly leads 
into a plea for classical decorum which may not fit so well with Johnson’s state¬ 
ments elsewhere in favor of the tragi-comic license. 
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and Adventurer No. 95, “Apology for Apparent Plagiarism, Sources of 
Literary Variety,” go far to suggest the degree of Johnson’s fidelity to 
the classical canon of model objectivity which we have examined some 
chapters back in its Jacobean phase. For a man with Johnson’s advanced 
conception of the universal, plagiarism was something which a good poet 
could scarcely avoid. Rambler No. 36, on pastoral, offers the following 
concrete illustration. 

The range of pastoral is indeed narrow, for though nature it¬ 
self, philosophically [i.e. scientifically] considered, be inexhausti¬ 
ble, yet its general effects on the eye and on the ear axe uniform, 
and incapable of much variety of description. . . . However, 
as each age makes some discoveries, and those discoveries are by 
degrees generally known, as new plants or modes of culture 
are introduced, and by little and little become common, pastoral 
might receive, from time to time, small augmentations, and ex¬ 
hibit once in a century a scene somewhat varied. 0 

This emphasis was logically compatible with the large credit which we 
have seen Johnson conceding to the Homeric original genius, though it 
was far from compatible with that mania for continuing original genius in 
which Edward Young’s Conjectures were more characteristic of the age. 
Johnson had a view of “genius” itself which, in a way related to the 
Lockean tabula rasa , was quite consistent with his respect for the ab¬ 
stract universal. Genius was a general sort of mental superiority, a power 
of invention capable of being turned in any direction. 1 “I am persuaded,” 
said Johnson in one of his moments of more advanced self-complacency, 
“that, had Sir Isaac Newton applied to poetry, he would have made a 
very fine epic poem. I could as easily apply to law as to tragic poetry.” 2 
He would undertake to write a preface or dedication for a book of any 
kind—Percy’s Reliques y Rolt’s Commercial Dictionary y John Payne’s 
Tables of Interest , William Payne’s Elements of Trigonometry. 

We have commented on the affective side of Johnson’s respect for 
the general opinion—the “common voice of the multitude, uninstructed 
by precept and unprejudiced by authority” ( Rambler No. 52). The ap¬ 
parently comfortable relation of this concept to the doctrine of the uni¬ 
versal is no less to be noted. “About things on which the public thinks 
long it commonly attains to think right.” 3 “In the character of his 

9 Compare Warton, Essay on Pope (1806), I, 86-7: “The Works of those who 
profess an art, whose essence is imitation, must needs be stamped with close resem¬ 
blance to each other. . . . Descriptions, therefore, that are faithful and just, MUST 
BE UNIFORM AND ALIKE.” Cf. Hurd, “A Discourse on Poetical Imitation ” in 
his edition of Horace’s Epistola ad Augustum (London 175O, pp. * 33 — 4 - 

1 See Idler No. 40; Life of Cowley , in Lives of the Poets , ed. G. B. Hill, I, 2; 
Joseph E. Brown, The Critical O pinions y pp. 118-23, “Genius.” 

2 Boswell, Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides , 15 August, 1773. 
z Life of Addison , in Lives , ed. G. B. Hill, II, 132. 
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Elegy I rejoice to concur with the common reader.” 4 “That cannot be 
unpoetical with which all are pleased.” 5 Everybody could recognize a 
tulip. And the species tulip we must suppose w’as precisely something 
which everybody could recognize. 

One of the most practical operations of the universal was in the 
area of diction. In the high Renaissance the taste had been in favor of 
the local color and baroque individuality of specialist vocabularies. 
Terms of mining, founding, and gold working, of marine, hunting, and 
falconry, Ronsard had especially recommended. The time was to come, 
beginning perhaps about the date of Falconer’s Shipwreck (1762), and 
running through the whole 19th century and our own, when localization 
was again the norm. But Johnson was a late spokesman for an era in 
which the specialized or technical vocabulary was an accidental, bastard, 
and vulgar lingo. Addison censured Milton for using “larboard,” “Doric,” 
“pilasters,” “cornice,” “ecliptic,” “eccentric” ( Spectator No. 297). The 
minor critics of the time may almost all be quoted to the same effect. 
Boileau was 46 years old but spoke of himself in a poem as 40, and 
Dennis commended him, “for poetry admits of no odd Numbers above 
Nine.” 0 Both Pope 7 and Johnson objected to Dry den’s parade of special 
knowledge in Annus Mirabilis . 

Some the galPd ropes with dawby marling bind, 

Or sear-cloth masts with strong tarpawling coats. 

“I suppose,” says Johnson, “here is not one term wliich every reader does 
not wish away.” 

It is a general rule in poetry’ that all appropriated terms of art 

should be sunk in general expressions, because poetry is to speak 

an universal language. 8 

The norm of style which Johnson was expounding was close to the 
metaphysics and the science of his age. It was recommended by the 
French naturalist Buffon as a “care in naming things only in the most 

4 Life of Gray, Lives III, 441. 

5 Life of Milton, Lives I, 175. Hume’s appeal to the verdict of time in questions 
of art (“Of the Standard of Taste”) was a contemporary parallel to Johnson’s view. 
Longinus and Castelvetro are two earlier critics who entertain a clear respect for 
the universal suffrage. In the next century Tolstoy’s peasant standard is the reductio 
ad absurduvi . 

6 Dennis, Miscellanies in Prose and Verse, 1693, p. 50. See Spingam, Essays, 
II, 333 * 

7 Letter 23 in Works , ed. W. Elwin and W. C. Courthopc, VI, 107. In the second 
volume of his Essay on Pope, 1782 (1806, II, 170), Joseph Warton writes in the new 
spirit, defending familiar words like “market-place,” “alms-house,” “seats,” “spire.” 
But in the Dedication of his Virgil , 1753, he had regretted the georgic necessity of 
using such coarse and common words as “plough,” “sow," “wheat,” “dung,” “ashes,” 
“horse,” “cows.” These would disgust “many a delicate reader” 

8 Lives I, 433-4- 
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general terms.” With that and a delicate taste, one achieved "nobility” 
of style. 

It may be with some dismay—yet it should be also with an improved 
sense of the difficult problem which 18th-century neo-classicism was try¬ 
ing to solve—that one comes upon Johnson’s frcquenr statements in favor 
of something like literary particularity. Some of these are miscellaneous 
and casual. He did not like the "general and undefined” drawing of 
human nature in the plays of Nicholas Rowe. 9 No more did he like a 
"general” and "indefinite” encomium in epitaphs. And he said of these: 
"There are no rules to be observed which do not equally relate to other 
compositions.” 1 He thought that as Pope had never seen America, he 
did well by not writing his projected American pastorals. 2 Toward the 
end of his life it is possible that Johnson shows the influence of the 
Wartonian doctrine of particulars. The Life of Thomson , 1781, might be 
expected to reflect Warton’s Essay on Pope, and perhaps it does, with a 
certain dipping of the standard in recognition of Thomson’s nature pen¬ 
cilling. 

But there is a deeper strain of particularism which is with Johnson 
both early and late and tied in closely with one of his most basic in¬ 
clinations, that toward introspection and personal morality rather than 
social philosophy or the history of princes. This particularism is part of 
his interest in biography, in the "life and letters” method, of which 
William Mason’s Gray in 1777 was the first classic example, and Johnson’s 
Lives and Boswell’s Life of Johnson greater examples, and for which 
Johnson and his friends in their conversations and journals were con¬ 
tinually and consciously at work producing materials. “I esteem biog¬ 
raphy,” said Johnson, "as giving us what comes near to ourselves, what 
we can turn to use.” 3 He wrote two essays, Rambler No. 60 and Idler 
No. 84, in development of the theme. 4 

The general and rapid narratives of history, which involve a 
thousand fortunes in the business of a day, and complicate innu¬ 
merable incidents in one great transaction, afford few lessons 
applicable to private life, which derives its comforts and its 
wretchedness from the right or wrong management of things, 
which nothing but their frequency makes considerable.— Ram - . 
bier No. 60 

Johnson conceives that his preference here is related consistently enough 
to the master principle of the universal—"there is such an uniformity in 

9 Lives II, 76. 

1 Works (1787), IX, 443. 

2 Works (Oxford, 1825), VI, 39-40, 42. 

3 Boswell, Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides , 21 August, 1773. 

4 Cf. Bergen Evans, “Dr. Johnson’s Theory of Biography,” RES , X (1934)1 
301-10. 
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the state of man, considered apart from adventitious and separable decora¬ 
tions and disguises.” But the passage might stand very well as epigraph 
to a treatise on the anti-Aristotelian, anti-aristocratic poetic theory of the 
18th-century drama. That theory, as we have seen, was a lover not 
only of sentiment but of naturalistic detail. The more true to life a story 
was, the better, the more convincing, the more sympathetic. Such con¬ 
nections undoubtedly lie behind Johnson’s well-known and somewhat 
scandalous dedication to truth of fact. 


A story . . . should be a specimen of life and manners, but if 
the surrounding circumstances arc false, as it is no more a rep¬ 
resentation of reality, it is no longer worthy our attention. 5 

The value of every story depends on its being true. A story is 
a picture of either an individual or of human nature in general: 
if it be false, it is a picture of nothing. 6 


As a 20th-century neo-humanist has observed, such passages would 
seem to cut the Johnsonian grandeur of generality off from any com¬ 
merce with fiction. It is difficult to see where poetry can come in. In 
dealing with poetry Johnson frequently enough paid his respects to the 
power of make-believe or fantasy—a power which he called “invention.” 
But the term “imagination” meant for Johnson characteristically cither 
(1) the normal 18th-century power of vivid picturing (or perhaps com¬ 
bining pictures —Idler 44), or (2) on the other hand, something verging 
on the pathological, a tendency to vagrant invention, seductive reverie, 
castles in Spain, day-dreaming. He speaks of the “Luxury of Vain Imagi¬ 
nation” (Rambler 89), the “seducements of imagination” (Rambler 134), 
the “Dangerous Prevalence of the Imagination” ( Rasselas , Chapter 44)/ 
He resolves for his own part “to reclaim imagination” (Prayers and 
Meditations , September 18, 1760). In a Rambler which we have already 
quoted (No. 25), the same sort of derogatory phrasing seems to apply 
specifically to the faculty of poetic invention. “Imagination, a licentious 
and vagrant faculty . . . has always endeavoured to baffle the logician, 
to perplex the confines of distinction.” We confront here in part of 
course a matter of semantics. The word “imagination” bore for Johnson 
a different burden from that which it has borne for the post-Coleridgean 
world. But in part also, and in large part, we are involved with the fact 
that in the Johnsonian world there was small place for that later burden. 8 


6 Hester Lynch Piozzi, Anecdotes (2d. ed., 1786), p. 18. 

6 Boswell, Life of Johnson , 16 March, 1776. 

7 Cf. Irving Babbitt, “Dr. Johnson and Imagination,” On Being Creative , Boston, 
1932; R. D. Havens, “Johnson’s Distrust of the Imagination,” ELH , X (September, 


1939 ). 243 - 55 - # , _ „ _ , , „ . 

8 There have been some efforts lately to attribute to Johnson an almost Cole- 
ridgean view of imagination as reconciliation and transvaluation, the combination 
of the familiar and the unfamiliar, the discordia concors . See J. H. Hagstrum, Samuel 
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In an earlier chapter we have noticed the reduced and uncertain status 
enjoyed by the term “wit” as it was used by Johnson and his con¬ 
temporaries, the degraded condition of metaphor, and the general oma- 
mentalism of stylistic theory. In recent years Johnson has earned a dry 
rebuke for his failure of response to Denham’s metaphysical comparison 
between the flow of the Thames and that of poetic discourse.® A certain 
myopic literalism was undoubtedly one of the limitations of his critical 
theory and practice. His scepticism about the “representative” or directly 
imitative powers of verse (Ramblers 92, 94) is another case in point. 
This was shrewd, and within limits Johnson argued on a sound principle, 
that verse directly imitates very little. But a stubborn lack of interest in 
presentational analogy seems to prevent Johnson from hearing the fact 
that Pope had written one hexameter slow (“That like a wounded snake 
drags its slow length along”) and one hexameter fast (“Flies o’er th’ 
unbending corn and skims along the main”). 


VI 

What then of the grandeur of generality? In Johnson the literary theorist 
we confront a system of ideas (in part rigidly consistent, in part rather 
manifestly inconsistent, in part at least paradoxical) which constitutes a 
massive summary of the neo-Platonic drive in literary theory and of its 
difficulties. Johnson’s occasional downright contradictions do not make 
him a worse theorist than many another; they do make him an excep¬ 
tionally revealing one. It would be difficult to say exactly what neo¬ 
classic theory as a whole, or what any particular neo-classic theorist, 
meant by the standard of universality. Let us move toward a conclusion 
of our account of the neo-classic era by looking at several things which 
the theory might or could mean. The nine meanings which follow are 
related to one another not so much by semantic or dictionary fact (which 
is not always the most important) but by a logic of resemblances, analo¬ 
gies and relations. We should say that: 

1, 'An idea is general (or universal) when it is viable from one mind to 
another. Even a strictly singular idea— Socrates , for instance—is general 
in this way. (And even the most highly individual and personal romantic 
poem has to be general in this sense. It has to be intelligible and nego¬ 
tiable.) 

2. An idea is general in a more special way if it is viable for a great 
many persons, or for the average person, or for a natural person un- 


Johnsoii's Literary Criticism (Minneapolis, 1952), Chapter VIII, and W. B. C. Wat¬ 
kins, “Dr. Johnson on the Imagination: a Note,” RES, XXII (April, 1946), 131-4. 

0 Allen Tate, “Johnson on the Metaphysical Poets,” The Forlorn Demon (Chi¬ 
cago, 1953;, pp. 114-15- 
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corrupted by civilized sophistications. Such an idea seems to be most 
often conceived by the theorist as being very simple. We hare noted 
Samuel Johnson’s participation in this form of primitivism. 

3. An idea is general when it is applicable to several individuals. The 
idea expressed by any common noun is general, for example, philosopher. 

4. An idea is general, again in a more special way, if it is more general 
(or generic) as opposed to more limited or specific. Man is more general 
than philosopher , and animal is more general than man. The more gen¬ 
eral an idea is in this sense the more “abstract” it may also be said to be. 
The more ready it is, at least, to be turned into a second-stage abstrac¬ 
tion—e.g., animality . 

5. An idea is general if it refers to objects which generally exist, i.e., 
which are statistically common. A high degree of such generality does 
not necessarily go along with a high degree of that just described 
under 4., though much neo-classic discussion seems to assume that it does. 
There are more bald-headed philosophers wearing spectacles than there 
are philosophers with green hair—but the latter idea is the less specific 
of the two. This distinction may be put in terms of neo-classic literature 
as follows: There is fantasy and there is realism, and either form can be 
more specific or less specific. There is Gzilliver's Travels, and there is 
Rasselas . There is Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year, and there is the 
Rcmibler . 

6. An idea is general if it is at the specific or substantive level conceived 
by Aristotle and the schoolmen. This is the Aristotelian species, the 
medieval propria idea , the essential answer to the question: What is it? 
“When we ask what it is,” says Aristotle, “we do not say white or hot, 
or four cubits long, but a man or a god.” “The essence of Socrates,” 
says Aquinas, “is the essence of man.” Post-Lockean logic runs against 
it, but this concept is actually implicit in almost all ordinary discourse, 
and it may be necessary to the very idea that there are individual sub- 
sistent things, distinct from one another. Quiddity is something like a 
limit of change beyond which a thing becomes a different thing. It is 
the highest level 1 of stable differentiation between classes of things. The 
.history of the neo-classic universal suggests a close connection with 
this Aristotelian quiddity—though it was often idealized into a kind of 
Platonic unreality. Johnson and Reynolds often employ the word species. 
One thing, however, which must be obvious is that neither poetry nor 
painting is confined either, in detail, to alluding to species (tulips rather 
than streaks) or, in whole works, to presenting a species or any sub¬ 
species (essential man, or essential gladiator). If the species or the sub¬ 
species were the norm, then all paintings of human beings, or all 

1 Cf. Mortimer Adler, “The Hierarchy of Essences,” The Review of Metaphys¬ 
ics, VI (September, 19 5 *)> 3 - 3 <>. 
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paintings of certain classes of human beings, would have the same 
aesthetic value. This seems a sure enough principle, even though it solves 
no critical problem. Ruskin’s critique of Reynolds in a chapter of Mod¬ 
em Painters (III, i) touches a fundamental truth about poetry in the 
observations: 

Instead of finding ... the poetry distinguished from the his¬ 
tory by the omission of details, we find it consist entirely in the 
addition of details. . . . yet it cannot be simply that addition 
which turns the history into poetry. For it is perfectly possible 
to add any number of details to a historical statement, and to 
make it more prosaic with every added word. 

7. An idea is general if it is large and inclusive—if it contains, for in¬ 
stance, the whole universe. Platonism has always tended to promote the 
generically universal to the status of the inclusive universal. Being , for 
instance, is a term which covers both ideas. Platonism has always tended 
to the sublime—the big, the overwhelming, the awesome. Despite John¬ 
son’s religious misgivings about the secular sublime, his version of the 
grandeur of generality was, as we have seen, an ambiguous junction of 
ne(T-Platonic largeness with the Aristotelian species. 

8. An idea is general if it represents what is necessary—either a priori , 
like the Pythagorean theorem, or a posteriori (which shades off into the 
probable), like the law of gravity or the fact that every living man 
must have a head. This kind of generality may be considered as a de¬ 
velopment of 5. or 6. above, and as preparing the way for 9. 

9. An idea is general if it represents what is perfect, or ideal, and hence, 
in the direction of structure and purpose, most real—that which tends 
to fulfil a possibility, capability, or potentiality of some being. A man 
who is a philosopher or who has profound religious experience may be 
statistically less common than his opposite, but there is a sense in which 
he is more completely a man. The Aristotelian to beltion comes in 
here, and the kind of idealism reflected in the passage from Reynolds’ 
Thirteenth Discourse quoted earlier in this chapter. 

None of these senses of the general or the universal will completely 
explain or justify the neo-classic theory. None of these is by itself a 
sufficient account of poetry. By and large the neo-classic universal cen¬ 
tered too simply in the area of 3., 4., 'and 5. (the logical and scientific 
universal). These concepts were too literally taken as sufficient, and 
they were confused with one another. In the opinion of the present 
writers, 8. and 9. (the universal of structure and coherence) look more 
directly toward poetry and suggest a circuit of ideas which will in¬ 
clude 1.—the intelligible and negotiable individual. 


23 
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VII 

The neo-classic theory of general truth was an attempt to say what kind 
of reality is given in art, an attempt to relate and even to identify the 
real and the ideal. Yet the human ideal must be always in some sense 
fictitious. And fiction stretches out to embrace fable. Art, in the classic 
tradition, professed to render reality through a trick of presenting some¬ 
thing either better or more significant than reality. But the trick ob¬ 
viously and quite often involved the unreal. Four antitheses: realism vs. 
fantasy, history vs. fiction, particular vs. universal, real vs. ideal, were 
subsumed in a medley of ways by the classic tradition under the basic 
antithesis nature vs. art. We have noticed how some of these antitheses 
clustered in the critical thinking of Samuel Johnson. And in our enumer¬ 
ation of senses for the term “general” we have suggested some of the 
logical dangers inherent in the whole situation. We may perhaps fittingly 
close not only this chapter but our narrative of neo-classicism with a 
brief anthology of passages touching with various accents on the most 
persistent preoccupation of all classic and neo-classic criticism, the puz¬ 
zling relation between nature and art. 

Do you mean that a rhapsode will know better than the pilot 
what the ruler of a sea-tossed vessel ought to say?—Plato, Ion 
540 

Not to know that a hind has no horns is a less serious matter 
than to paint it inartistically.—Aristotle, Poetics XXV 

And he tells lies and mixes true and false in such a way that the 
middle is consistent with the beginning and the end with the 
middle.—Horace, Ars Poetica, 11 . 151-2 

For (as I never cease to say) the deeds and passions which verge 
on transport are a sufficient lenitive and remedy for every 
audacity of speech.—Longinus, On the Sublime , XXXVIII 

The poet is not a recorder of facts in verse; historians take care 
of facts much better. The poet’s job is, by a technique of mys¬ 
tery, by invocations of the supernatural, by a boldly fictive 
elaboration of ideas, to release the free spirit of poesy—so 
that what he writes sounds like the prophetic utterance of a 
soul aflame, not like a scrupulous statement of fact testified to 
by witnesses.—Petronius, Satyricon , 118 

We have known of festivals without pipes and dances; but never 
of a poem without its fabulous or fictitious element. 

—Plutarch, How to Study Poetry 16c 
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The arts are not to be slighted on the ground that they create by 
imitation of natural objects; for, to begin with, these natural 
objects are themselves imitations; then, we must recognize that 
they give no bare reproductions of the thing seen but go back 
to the Ideas from which Nature itself derives. 

—Plotinus, Ennead V, viii 

He gocth hand in hand with nature, not enclosed within the 
narrow warrant of her gifts, but freely ranging within the 
zodiac of his own wit. 

—Philip Sidney, Apologie for Poetrie } c. 1580-4 

When Aristotle said in the beginning of the Poetics that all the 
species of poetry were imitative, he meant that imitation which 
has for its object the image that springs entirely from human 
artifice. . . . Plato in the Sophist has left a statement that imi¬ 
tation is of two sorts. One of these he has named icastic; it 
represents things that are truly derived from some work already 
existing. . . . The other, which he called phantastic, is exempli¬ 
fied in pictures that are made by the caprice of the artist. 

—Jacopo Mazzoni, On the Defense of the Comedy , 1587, Intro¬ 
duction 

Poesie was ever thought to have some participation of divinesse, 
because it doth raise and erect the Minde, by submitting the 
shewes of things to the desires of the Mind, whereas reason 
doth buckle and bowe the Mind unto the Nature of things. 

—Francis Bacon, Advancement of Learning, , 1605 

For he knows poet never credit gained 

By writing truths, but things like truths, well feigned. 

—Ben Jonson, Prologue to Epicoene , 1609 

We shall tolerate flying Horses, black Swans, Hydra’s, Centaur’s, 
Harpies and Satyrs; for these are monstrosities, rarities, or else 
Poetical fancies, whose shadowed moralities requite their sub¬ 
stantial falsities. 

—Sir Thomas Browne, Pseudodoxia Epidemica (1646), V, 19 

If I am not deceived, a play is supposed to be the work of the 
poet, imitating or representing the conversation of several per¬ 
sons. 

—John Dryden, A Defence of an Essay of Dramatic Poesy , 1668 

An heroic poet is not tied to a bare representation of what is 
true . . . but ... he may let himself loose to visionary objects, 
and to the representation of such things as depending not on 
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sense, and therefore not to be comprehended by knowledge, 
may give him a freer scope for imagination. 

—John Dryden, Of Heroic Plays, 1673 

The Poetic World is nothing but Fiction; Pcrnassus, Pegasus, 
and the Muses, pure imagination and Chimaera. But being, how¬ 
ever, a system universally agreed on, all that shall be contriv’d 
or invented upon this Foundation according to Nature shall be 
reputed as truth: But what so ever shall diminish from, or ex¬ 
ceed, the just proportions of Nature, shall be rejected as False, 
and pass for extravagance, as Dwarfs and Gyants for Monsters. 
—George Granville, An Essay upon Unnatural Flights in Po¬ 
etry, 1701 

As no Thought can be justly said to be fine, unless it be true, I 
have all along had a regard for Truth; except only in Passages 
that are purely Satirical, where some Allowance must be given: 
For Satire may be fine, and true Satire, tho’ it be not directly 
and according to the Letter, true: ’tis enough that it carry with 
it a Probability or Semblance of Truth. 

—Edward Bysshe, The Art of Poetry, 1702, Preface 

A strict Verisimilitude . . . fisl not requir’d in the Descriptions 
of this visionary and allegorical kind of Poetry, which admits of 
every wild Object that Fancy may present in a Dream, and 
where it is Sufficient if the moral meaning atone for the Im¬ 
probability.—Alexander Pope, The Temple of Fame, 1715 

The task of an author is, either to teach what is not known, or 
to recommend known truths by his manner of adorning them. 

—Samuel Johnson, Rambler 3, 1750 

The muses wove, in the loom of Pallas, a loose and changeable 
robe, like that in which Falsehood captivated her admirers; with 
this they invested Truth, and named her Fiction . . 

—Samuel Johnson, Rambler 96, 1751 

Poetiy is the art of uniting pleasure with truth, by calling im¬ 
agination to the help of reason. 

—Samuel Johnson, Life of Milton, 1779 (Lives, I, 170) 
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CHAPTER 1 6 


POETIC DICTION: 
WORDSWORTH AND 
COLERIDGE 


§ “poetic diction” as a critical problem — II. sketch of 
English poetic diction: the Spenserian strain, the neo¬ 
classic: Latinism, adjectives, periphrase, high and low 
style {Addison, Pope, Johnson ), rise of the concept 
“poetic diction ” Dryden to Gray — HI. the classical pro¬ 
test {Horace, Jonson, Dry den, Pope, Goldsimth, Swift), 
the romantic protest {more radical), the anonymous po¬ 
etic style circa 1797, the diction of the Lyrical Ballads, 
Wordsworth's argument in the Advertisement and Pre¬ 
face: “very language of men,” “low and rustic persons,” 
“men in a state of vivid sensation ”— IV. Coleridge*s cri¬ 
tique: distinction between words and manner of combin¬ 
ing words, between hackneyed image and nonsense, rela¬ 
tion of learning to poetry, Wordsworth's ventriloquism 
— V. history of poetic dictioji since Wordsworth: Taylor 
in 1834, Pre-Raphaelite diction, 20th-century imagistic, 
realistic, and metaphysical reactions, significance of the 
debate between Wordsworth and Coleridge — VI. ante¬ 
cedents of Wordsworth's prbnitivism: continental ideas, 
Homeric theories, the noble savage, Ossian and other 
forgeries, Duck and other worker poets, Byron's ridicule, 
the reaction to aristocratic neo-classicism {Swift, Johnson, 
Goethe, the “bourgeois standard*'), varieties of primitiv¬ 
ism since Wordsworth: Tolstoy's peasant norm, Saxonism 
theoretical and practical, concept of false primitives, Celti¬ 
cism, folk speech and argots — VII. who invents good new 
words? — VIII. poetic diction and the language of poetry, 
intrusion of the chronological norm, social and commer¬ 
cial requirement of originality {T. S. Eliot, Gertrude 
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Stein), the “Cliche Expert” Gonrmont , ingenious and 
original cliches , Gene Fowler's Barrymore, H. W. Fowler 
on misapplied quotations — IX. “old saws with new teeth” 
New Yorker sophistication vs. schoolboy style , tradition 
and usage , Milton to Pope, Dante to Gray , Wordsworth 
and 18th-century nature poetry , Blake and Elizabe- 
thanism § 


JL T A LATER POINT IN THIS NARRATIVE (CHAPTER 29) WE SHALL HAVE 

l\ occasion to consider the question how far a close verbal analysis 
JL JL of poetry may fall short of doing justice to the more massive 
structural features of such works as novels, epics, dramas. Literary criti¬ 
cism of the mid-zoth century in America has been raising that question 
with an insistence which might even be taken at this point as a dis¬ 
couragement to our dignifying the episode of 18th-century “poetic 
diction” and the Wordsworthian condemnation of it with very much 
notice. Both “poetic diction” and the reaction against it, however, stand 
out conspicuously in critical history, and we choose to dwell upon them 
with some deliberation. The concept of “poetic diction” is at least a 
handy one both for the theorist and for the literary historian. It has at 
least the advantage that it reduces to a nearly definable and testable form 
a good many other problems of literary criticism. “Poetic diction” is a 
good small-scale model of the larger problems. 


II 

The fssue of poetic diction had been growing upon the English literary 
consciousness steadily since about the time of Chaucer, that is, since the 
beginning of Renaissance English literature, and with special intensity 
since the time of Spenser. A new linguistic consciousness, the new 
linguistic expansiveness of the Renaissance nation, promoted the learned 
enrichment of vernacular expression and produced a plethora of words. 1 
A somewhat different, but closely related, spirit of self-conscious artistry 
promoted a specifically poetic diction. Such a diction grew rapidly with 
the tradition of an important poetry in an important language and the 
development and refinement of this poetry through several generations 
of poets and critics. 

Precisely what kinds of poetic diction were invented and handed 
on by the succession of English poets and translators—by Spenser, Fair- 

1 Cf. F. W. Bateson, English Poetry and the English Language (Oxford, 1934)* 
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fax, Sylvester, Sandys, Milton, Dryden, Pope, Thomson, Collins, Gray? 
This is a complicated question. One may distinguish minor and major 
strains. Some kinds of poetic diction (like the Petrarchan flowers that 
flourished in the lesser Elizabethan sonneteers and were twined with 
graceful levity by Spenser and Sidney, or the rustic dialect words of 
Spenser’s Shepheardes Calender) did not continue into the neo-classic 
era. Others grew stronger and were consolidated in the English tradition 
continuously up to Wordsworth’s time. Without making a long excursion 
into what is a matter rather of directly poetic than of critical history, 
the historian of poetic theory may well note some of the main kinds of 
poetic diction which became fixed in the 18th-century complex. Slightly 
to one side perhaps belongs the archaic, melancholy, and variously ro¬ 
mantic strain invented by Spenser for the Faerie Queene 2 and lavishly 
repeated in the 18th-century Spenserian imitations. A more distinctly 
classical diction can be described under three main grammatical head¬ 
ings: (1) With regard to etymology, the most pronounced trend was 
the continuation of Renaissance Latinism, especially as this was helped 
by the rise of scientific or “philosophic” ideas and vocabulary and by 
Ovidian and Virgilian meanings in the translations of Dryden and his 
predecessors. (2) With regard to parts of speech, the most pronounced 
trend was the increase of adjectives, both Latin derivatives and a large 
crowd of scientific and poetic coinages bearing the English termina¬ 
tion -y. 3 The growth of empirical observation during all this period had 
an understandably inflationary effect upon descriptive language. (3) With 
regard to syntax and logical relation, the most pronounced trend was the 
coupling of the adjective with the noun in a kind of glossy stock phrase, 
or periphrase, which was sometimes epithetical and redundant, in the 
Homeric style, sometimes more abstractly definitional (by genera and 
properties) in a way that is nowadays said to have reflected a philosophy 
and science of orderly classes in a stable cosmos. 4 

2 Cf. Ernest De Selincourt, ed. The Poetical Works of Edmund Spenser (Ox¬ 
ford, 1932), Introduction, pp. lxi-lxii; F. M. Padelford, “Aspects of Spenser’s Vocab¬ 
ulary,” PQ, XX (July, 1941), 279-83; E. E. Stoll, Poets and Play wights (Minneapolis, 
1930), p. 193- 

3 George Gordon, Shakespeare's English , S. P. E. Tract No. 39 (Oxford, 1928), 

? . 274; John Arthos, The Language of Natural Description in Eighteenth-Century 
oetry (Ann Arbor, 1949), Appendix C. 

4 Cf. Geoffrey Tillotson, Essays in Criticism and Research (Cambridge, 1942), 
p. 84, on “Physico-thcological nomenclature”; John Arthos, The Language of Natu¬ 
ral Description , Chapters IV and V. Other correlatives of 18th-century poetic diction 
may perhaps be named. The closure and symmetry of couplet verse, for instance, may 
often have demanded the trochaic or dactyllic adjective. Cf. Thomas Quayle, Poetic 
Diction (London, 1924), Chapter II, p. 29, quoting Shenstone’s Essays . Personification, 
as found in the poetry of Johnson, Collins, or Gray, is a kind of abstraction which 
may be viewed as a special type of poetic diction. Cf. Bertrand H. Bronson, “Personi¬ 
fication Reconsidered,” ELH , XIV (September, 1947), 163-177; Earl R. Wasserman, 
“The Inherent Values of Eighteenth-Century Personification,” PMLA , LXV (June, 
< 95 o), 435 - 63 - 
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The definitional type of periphrase stood in a fairly close relation 
to the standard of universality and abstraction which we have discussed 
in our last chapter. And the taste for the universal entailed, as we have 
suggested, a certain mistrust of particularity, the imputation to this of 
lowness, meanness, or vulgarity. The classical high, middle, and low 
styles which we have seen transferred by late classical theory from 
oratory to poetry (becoming the epic, georgic, and eclogue styles) 5 
appear by the mid-18th century to have been simplified into the polar 
concepts of the lofty and the low. Thus Addison could be guilty of 
saying: 

Since it often happens that the most obvious Phrases, and those 
which are used in ordinary Conversation, become too familiar 
to the Ear, and contract a kind of Meanness by passing through 
the Mouths of the Vulgar, a Poet should take particular Care 
to guard himself against Idiomatick Ways of Speaking. 

—Spectator No. 285 

And Pope: 

It must also be allowed that there is a majesty and harmony in 
the Greek language, which greatly contribute to elevate and 
support the narration. But I must also observe, that this is an 
advantage grown upon the language since Homer’s time: for 
things are removed from vulgarity by being out of use; and if 
the words we could find in any present language were equally 
sonorous or musical in themselves, they would still appear less 
poetical and uncommon than those of a dead one, from this only 
circumstance, of being in every man’s mouth. 0 

And Samuel Johnson, in a Rambler passage on Shakespeare, erected one 
of the most notorious monuments to the lofty taste. 

Words become low by the occasions to which they are applied, 
or the general character of them who use them. . . . 

Come, thick night! 

And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell, 

That my keen knife see not the wound it makes; 

Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark, 

To cry, Hold, hold! 

... the efficacy of this invocation is destroyed by the insertion 
of an epithet now seldom heard but in the stable, and dun night 
may come or go without any other notice than contempt. . . . 

5 See ante Chapter 6, p. 103; Chapter 8, p. 146. 

6 Postscript to Pope’s translation of the Odyssey . Cf. James Sutherland, A Pref¬ 
ace to Eighteenth Century Poetry (Oxford, 1948), p. 85. 
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[the] sentiment is weakened by the name of an instrument used 
by butchers and cooks in the meanest employments. . . . Who, 
without some relaxation of his gravity, can hear of the avengers 
of guilt peeping through a blanket?—Rambler No. 168 

The following positive defense of a special poetic diction is pro¬ 
vided by Gray. 

The language of the age is never the language of poetry; ex¬ 
cept among the French, whose verse, where the thought and 
image does not support it, differs in nothing from prose. Our 
poetry, on the contrary, has a language peculiar to itself, to 
which almost everyone that has written has added something 
by enriching it with foreign idioms and derivations: nay, some¬ 
times words of their own composition or invention. Shakespeare 
and Milton have been great creators this way; and no one more 
licentious than Pope or Dryden, who perpetually borrow expres¬ 
sions from the former. 7 

The precise terms “diction” and “poetic diction” seem to have arisen 
somewhat earlier, in the high Augustan era. Dryden uses “diction” with 
an apology for Latinism, in the preface to Sylvae, 1685. The first person 
to use the term “poetic diction” is apparently Dennis, in his Advance¬ 
ment and Reformation of Modem Poetry (ch. V), 1701. In his Preface 
to the Iliad, 1715, Pope wrote: “We acknowledge him [Homer] the 
father of poetical diction.” 8 As with so many other classic themes, 
Samuel Johnson wrote a retrospective last word. 

There was . . . before the time of Dryden no poetical diction. 

. . . Those happy combinations of words which distinguished 
poetry from prose had been rarely attempted; we had few ele¬ 
gancies or flowers of speech. 9 


Ill 

Two kinds of protest against poetic diction have occurred: that of the 
classicist, hostile to pedantry and affectation, appealing to polite idiom, 
the educated spoken word; and that of the romantic, hostile to the same 
things, but appealing to the primitive, the naive, the directly passionate, 
the natural spoken word. The first of these protests occurs intermittently 

7 To Richard West, April 4, 1742, Letters , ed. Leonard Whibley, I, 98. Cf. 
Lord Chesterfield’s recommendation of “poetic diction” to his son seven years old 
(Letters , October 26, 1739). 

8 Thomas Quayle, Poetic Diction, p. 7; F. W. Bateson, English Poetry and the 
English Language , p. 71. 

9 Life of Dryden , Lives (ed. G. B. Hill), I, 420. 
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throughout the classical and Renaissance eras. It is the voice of Horace 
(usus quem penes arbitrium est et jus et norma loquendi ), of Ben Jonson 
(“Pure and neat Language I love, yet plaine and customary ”), 1 of Dryden 
in his preface to Annus Mirabilis (“ ’Tis not the jerk or sting of an 
epigram , . . nor the jingle of a more poor paronomasia”), of Pope in 
his Essay: 

False eloquence, like the prismatic glass, 

Its gaudy colours spreads on ev’ry place; 

The face of Nature we no more survey, 

All glares alike, without distinction gay. 

II, 3 1 1-314 

It is the latter-day voice of Goldsmith, in his Life of Parnell, 2 com¬ 
plaining about the “pristine barbarity” of contemporary Spenserians and 
Miltonists. 

The classical protest is more or less unremitting, but it is at the 
same time moderate, good-tempered, hardly revolutionary. The same 
Goldsmith who accuses the archaizers of “vainly imagining that the 
more their writings are unlike prose the more they resemble poetry” 
will write an essay entitled “Poetry Distinguished from Other Writing.” 
“Certain words” are “particularly adapted to the poetical expression.” 
Jonathan Swift was a consistent classical champion of good prose sense 
and the idiomatic norm, but the following passage from his satiric 
Apollo’s Edict , 1721, illustrates the ambiguity of the classic stand: 

Your tragick Heroes shall not rant, 

Nor Shepherds use poetick Cant: 

Simplicity alone can grace, 

The Manners of the rural Race. 

Perhaps Swift avails himself of an ironic intimation in that closing peri¬ 
phrase. The “shepherds” become the “rural race” in the course of six¬ 
teen syllables saying that they have no right to such a title. Or does 
Swift accept a certain amount of poetic diction without noticing it? The 
question evaporates out of the poem itself into the obscure region of 
Swift’s conscious or unconscious intentions. 

The final and successful revolt against classical “poetic diction” was 
more violent—a protest of the second type, primitive, naive, “vegetally” 

1 Timber No. 118. 

2 The Miscellaneous Works of Oliver Goldsmith (London: Globe Edition, 
,9,9) f p. 483. “These misguided innovators have not been content with restoring 
antiquated words and phrases, but have indulged themselves in the most licentious 
transpositions and the harshest constructions, vainly imagining that the more their 
writings are unlike prose, the more they resemble poetry/’ 

And see Samuel Butler, Hudibras , Part II, Canto 1 , 11 . 591-^32. 
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radical, 3 the first of its kind, at least in English literature, and a thing 
distinctive of a new social and philosophic era. It is worth while remem¬ 
bering that in the statements which we are about to quote, Wordsworth 
was reacting immediately not so much against Spenser, Milton, and 
Pope, 4 the poets who had created English poetic diction, as against his 
own now anonymous contemporaries who wrote the melange of dictions 
which was then poetic staple. The following from the Monthly Maga¬ 
zine } for February, 1797, specializes in periphrastic elegance. 

For thee the fields their flowery carpet spread, 

And smiling Ocean smooths his wavy bed; 

A purer glow the kindling poles display. 

Robed in bright effluence of ethereal day, 

When through her portals bursts the gaudy spring, 

And genial Zephyr waves his balmy wing. 

First the gay songsters of the feather’d train 
Feel thy keen arrows thrill in every vein. 

From the same issue of the Monthly comes this example of the 
ameliorated pensiveness which had descended in the tradition of Milton’s 
minor poems: 

Oh, far removed from my retreat 
Be Av’rice and Ambition’s feet! 

Give me, unconscious of their power, 

To taste the peaceful, social hour. 

Give me, beneath the branching vine, 

The woodbine sweet, or eglantine, 

When evening sheds its balmy dews, 

To court the chaste, inspiring muse. 5 

Beside these let us set down some short examples of the verse which 
Wordsworth ventured to print in the Lyrical Ballads of 1798 and which 
he defended in his Advertisement and in his Preface to later editions.® 

3 Kenneth Burke, “The Vegetal Radicalism of Theodore Roethke, w Sewanee 
Review , LVIII (Winter, 1950), 76, argues that all movements toward a new style 
arc movements toward the “infantile,” a way of re-expressing the basic things. 

4 “To this day I believe I could repeat, with a little previous rummaging of mv 
memory, several thousand lines of Pope” ( Letters of the Wordsworth Family , ca. 
W. Knight, Boston, 1907, III, 122). The statement is part of a comment made by 
Wordsworth, in 1836 or later, on Hazlitt’s Spirit of the Age and recorded in the 
manuscript Memoirs of Barron Field. 

5 Both examples are quoted in Marjorie L. Barstow, Wordsworth's Theory of 
Poetic Diction (New Haven, 1917), pp. 62-3. 

c The texts of 1800, 1802, 1805 may be conveniently consulted in Wordsworth , 
Representative Poc?ns , ed. Arthur Beatty (New York, 1937). PP- 676-704. 
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“How many are you then,” said I, 

“If they two are in Heaven?” 

The little Maiden did reply, 

“O Master! we are seven.” 

Few months of life has he in store 
As he to you will tell, 

For still, the more he works, the more 
His poor old ancles swell. 

My gentle reader, I perceive 
How patiently you’ve waited, 

And I’m afraid that you expect 
Some tale will be related. 

I heard a thousand blended notes, 

While in a grove I sate reclined, 

In that sweet mood when pleasant thoughts 
Bring sad thoughts to the mind. 

And Susan’s growing worse and worse, 

And Betty’s in a sad quandary 
And then there’s nobody to say 
If she must go, or she must stay: 

—She’s in a sad quandary 

In his Advertisement of 1798 Wordsworth called these poems experi¬ 
mental, and he said they were “written chiefly with a view to ascertain 
how far the language of conversation in the middle and lower classes of 
society is adapted to the purposes of poetic pleasure.” He feared his 
readers would think he had been “too low” and “too familiar,” but he 
contrasted with his own style “the gaudiness and inane phraseology of 
many modern writers.” 7 In his Preface some of the statements are even 
more downright. He is proud of having uttered “little of what is usually 
called poetic diction.” His purpose has been “to imitate, and, as far as 
possible, to adopt the very language of men ” 8 He asserts “that there 
neither is, nor can be, any essential difference between the language of 
prose and metrical composition.” 0 His objection to poetic diction is that 
it is not true to nature—either to external nature or to human nature in 

7 Coleridge, Biographia, Chapter I, speaks of the “glare and glitter of a perpetual 
yet broken and heterogeneous imagery ... an amphibious something.” 

8 Cf. his later note to Swion Lee the Old Huntsman: “The expression when 
the hounds were out, *1 dearly love their voice,’ was word for word from his own 
lips.” 

°Thc phrasing is that of 1802, a slight alteration from that of 1800. 
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its responses to the external. “I have at all times endeavored to look 
steadily at my subject; consequently, I hope that there is in these poems 
little falsehood of description, and that my ideas are expressed in lan¬ 
guage fitted to their respective importance.” He seems to believe too 
that even honest expressions can become bad poetry just by being re¬ 
peated. “I have . . . abstained from the use of many expressions, in 
themselves proper and beautiful, but which have been foolishly repeated 
by bad poets, ’till such feelings of disgust are connected with them, as it 
is scarcely possible by any art of association to overpower.” On the 
genetic side the Preface contains a strong statement of the reasons why 
the language of “low 1 and rustic” persons is likely to be poetic: 

. . . because such men hourly communicate with the best ob¬ 
jects from which the best part of language is originally derived; 
and because, from their rank in society and the sameness and 
narrow circle of their intercourse, being less under the influence 
of social vanity, they convey their feelings and notions in sim¬ 
ple unelaborated expressions. Accordingly, such language, aris¬ 
ing out of repeated experience and regular feelings, is a more 
permanent, and a far more philosophical language, than that 
which is frequently substituted for it by poets. 

Yet this Preface contains a few statements which look like attempts 
to qualify Wordsworth’s main view concerning the “very language of 
men,” the language of “low and rustic” persons. For he speaks also about 
“a selection of the real language of men in a state of vivid sensation” 
about “a certain colouring of imagination , whereby ordinary things 
should be presented to the mind in an unusual way” 2 He wishes to make 
ordinary situations “interesting” by tracing in them the laws of human 
nature “as far as regards the manner in which we associate ideas in a 
state of excitement” “All good poetry,” as every reader of the Preface 
will remember, “is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings” 3 

1 “Low” becomes “humble” in 1832. 

2 1802. 

3 The italics in these quotations are ours. In the same year, 1800, Wordsworth’s 
letter to the critic John Wilson develops his theory as follows: “Please whom? or 
what? I answer, human nature as it has been and ever will be. But, where are we to 
find the best measure of this? I answer, from within; by stripping our own hearts 
naked, and by looking out of ourselves towards men who lead the simplest lives, 
and most according to nature; men who have never known false refinements.” But 
he says also: “It is not enough for me as a Poet, to delineate merely such feelings 
as all men do sympathize with; but it is also highly desirable to add to these others, 
such as all men may sympathize with, and such as there is reason to believe they 
would be better and more moral beings if they did sympathize with.” Wordsworth’s 
argument is aimed against the distaste felt by Wilson and his friends for The Idiot 
Boy . 
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IV 

The simplism and primitivism of Wordsworth’s poems, and even more 
of his theoretical views, provoked a considerable volume of immediate 
protest from his reading public. But the critic who spoke with the 
shrewdest authority was Coleridge, after a lapse of seventeen years, in 
his reminisccntial Biographia Literaria. Coleridge’s argument about po¬ 
etic diction may be summarized under three main heads. 

(1) He said that if Wordsworth, in arguing that the language of 
“metrical composition” is essentially the same as that of prose, meant 
only that poetry and prose have the same vocabulary, or dictionary, on 
which to draw, he was uttering a truism. Coleridge concluded that 
Wordsworth really meant that the poetic manner of combining words 
was no different from that of prose. And this, he retorted, was patently 
false. 4 (It is perhaps worth observing that Wordsworth may not in fact 
have made it quite clear whether he excluded either of the meanings 
defined by Coleridge—and that it is not necessary, either for justice to 
Wordsworth, or for the purposes of literary history, to suppose that he 
had brought himself to the point of facing a sharp distinction.) 

(2) Coleridge argued that if a given image or figure (for instance, 
the “image” of Phoebus as the sun) is used badly by a given poet (for 
instance, Gray in a sonnet criticized by Wordsworth), the reason for 
the badness is not that the figure is a repetition of what other poets 
have done, but that it is in some way a violation of “grammar, logic, 
psychology,” “good sense,” or “taste”—the “ rules of the IMAGINA¬ 
TION.” 5 

... it is a bad line, not because the language is distinct from 
that of prose; but because it conveys incongruous images, be¬ 
cause it confounds the cause and effect, the real thing with the 
personified representative of the thing; in short, because it differs 
with the language of GOOD SENSE! That the “Phoebus” is 
hackneyed and a school-boy image, is an accidental fault, de¬ 
pendent on the age in which the author wrote.—II, 58 

Another poet might be found, for instance Spenser, who had used the 
Phoebus image well. 0 

4 Cf. Thomas M. Raysor, “Coleridge’s Criticism of Wordsworth,” PMLA , LIV 
(June, 1939K 496-510* • 

6 Chapter XVIII, ( Biographia , ed. J. Shawcross, II, 64-5). 

6 Coleridge’s master at Christ’s Hospital, the Reverend James Bowycr, had been 
in the habit of saying that “in the truly great poets . . . there was a ^ reason as¬ 
signable, not only for every word, but tor the position of every word” (Chapter 

I; I, 4 ). 
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(3) Coleridge argued that education, and not the lack of it, tends 
to make a poet. Uneducated men are disorderly in their writing; they 
lack “sundew.” If the peasantry of Wordsworth’s Westmoreland and 
Cumberland spoke a pure and vigorous language, this came not from 
uninstructed communion with nature, but from a spirit of independence 
and from a solid religious education and acquaintance with the Bible and 
hymnbook. 

One kind of speech (socially defined) could not be more real than 
another. 7 But in a given instance it might be either more or less poetic. 
In his appreciation of Wordsworth’s own poetic performance, Coleridge 
noted that Wordsworth suffered the difficulties of a ventriloquist in his 
undue liking for the dramatic form. Either a rustic speaker was invested 
with a Wordsworthian authority of utterance, or an opposite fault ap¬ 
peared, matter-of-factness, circumstantiality, and a downright prosaism. 8 
“I’ve measured it from side to side; ’Tis three feet long, and two feet 
wide.” It is not possible for a poet, urged Coleridge, especially not for a 
lyric poet, “to imitate truly a dull and garrulous discourser, without re¬ 
peating the effects of dullness and garrulity.” 9 


V 

The episode of the Lyrical Ballads was of course far from settling the 
business of poetic diction in English. Before many years had passed, a 
reviewer of Wordsworth’s poems would raise his voice to accuse even 
Wordsworth of having fostered his own kind of poetic diction, more 
dangerous than the old, because more “covert and surreptitious,” more 
“insidious.” A new set of “stock words” seemed to this reviewer to be 
sprinkled through the “fugitive” poetry of the day “with a sort of feeling 
senselessness”—words, for instance, like wild, bright , dark, lonely , light, 
dream . The principle of their use was sentimental association lending 
color to a “pretext of conveying sense”—“in a manner which Mr. 
Wordsworth’s prefaces will be found to explain.” 1 

A recent historian of English poetic language has noted the progres¬ 
sive “deliquescence” of diction in English poetry (the development of a 

7 Chapter XVII (II, 39). 

8 Chapter XXII < 11 , 101, 109). 

0 Chapter XVII (II, 36 ). Cf. Letter to Southey, July 29, 1802 ( Letters , ed. 
E. H. Coleridge, I, 386): “Here and there a daring humbleness of language and 
versification, and a strict adherence to matter of fact, even to prolixity. . . 

1 [Sir Henry Taylor], “Wordsworth’s Poetical Works” Quarterly Review , LII 
(1834) 318-19. Cf. Theodore Spencer, “Antaeus, or Poetic Language and the Actual 
World,” ELH , X (September, 1943)* 182-3. Taylor means that Wordsworth’s de¬ 
fense of his own diction offers the rationale of a new poetic diction. A close 
parallel appears between Taylor’s argument and Wordsworth’s own indictment of 
earlier poetic diction. See especially the Appendix to the Lyrical Ballads . 1802. 
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certain moonlight norm) during the Tennysonian and Pre-Raphaelite 
era. 2 In our own century we have experienced several waves of reaction 
to that era, the imagism of Pound, the realism of Masefield, the meta¬ 
physical inclusiveness of Eliot. Nothing is likely to seem more axiomatic 
to the student of poetry today than statements to the effect that “The 
poetry of a people takes its life from the people’s speech and in turn 
gives life to it,” 3 that “the language which is good enough for labor 
and love and marriage, for birth and death, and the friendly breaking of 
bread, is good enough ... for the making of poetry.” 4 

Nevertheless, the debate between Wordsworth and Coleridge was a 
significant event in English literary history. It is part of the first ro¬ 
mantic revolt against poetic diction in English and it is a more or less 
adequate monument to two questions: one genetic—Among what kinds 
of people does poetic language originate? The other critical—How is 
“poetic diction” in the sense of something undesirably artificial to be 
distinguished from the valid language—the idiom—of poetry? 


VI 


The primitivism of Wordsworth was something which had numerous 
relations with his immediate background, though some of these are only 
vaguely implicit. Vico was a fountainhead of which he was certainly 
unaware. It is not necessary to inquire how directly he was in touch 
with Herder and other continental writers on the theme of Volkspoesie , 
or with theories of the bardic composition of, Homer’s epics in English 
writers like Blackwell, Karnes, and Blair. 5 More concrete phenomena are 
the archaic forgeries of the 18th century (the Ossianic epics of Mac- 
pherson, the Rowleyan balladry of Chatterton), the cult of the “noble 
savage,” the “child of nature,” and the pathetically exploited worker 
poets—Stephen Duck the thresher, Henry Jones the Irish bricklayer 
patronized by Lord Chesterfield, James Woodhouse the shoemaker, Anne 
Yearsley the milkmaid (Lactilla) who developed airs and fell out with 
Hannah More. 0 The vogue was recorded in the ridicule of Byron. 


2 F. W. Bateson, English Poetry and the English Language (Oxford, 1934) pp. 
108-15. 

3 T. S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (Cambridge, Mass.: 

i 933 )» P* 5 * # ■ . 

4 Harriet Monroe, quoted in Marguerite Wilkinson, New Voices (New York, 

i930» P-113- . 

5 Cf. Wcllek, Rise } p. 87; and Weilck’s review of Vico’s Autobiography , PQ , 
XXIV (1945), 166-8. YVordsworth’s acquaintance with the Abbe Delille and other 
French georgic poets of the i8th century, shown in his early poems An Evening's 
Walk and Descriptive Sketches , is discussed by Arthur Beatty in his Wordsworth , 
Representative Poems (New York, 1937), pp. 31-3, 673. 

°C. B. Tinker, Nature's S'tmple Plan (Princeton, 1922), pp. 92-103. One differ¬ 
ence between Wordsworth and his forerunners of the 18th century was that with 
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When some brisk youth, the tenant of a stall, 

Employs his pen less pointed than his awl, 

Leaves his snug shop, forsakes his store of shoes, 

St. Crispin quits, and cobbles for the muse, 

Heavens! how the vulgar stare! how crowds applaud! 

How ladies read, and literati laud! 

Let poesy go forth, pervade the whole, 

Alike the rustic, and mechanic soul! 

Ye tuneful cobblers! still your notes prolong, 

Compose at once a slipper and a song. 7 

Wordsworth’s primitivism was part of a general reaction, setting in 
well before his own day, against the aristocratic side of neo-classicism. 
We have seen that Dryden believed the right language of poetry—the 
very model of correct poetry—to be the language of the king and 
court. Pope believed the same, at least of the Elizabethan age. 8 About 
George II he had much difficulty. 0 Swift * 1 and Johnson were severe 
upon the imbecilities of society talk. Johnson spoke of “female phrases,” 
“fashionable barbarisms.” 2 It was possible, perhaps usual, during all this 
time, for the anti-aristocratic tendency to rest short of sheer primitivism 
in what Marxist criticism would later call the bourgeois standard. Thus 
Goethe, giving explicit utterance to an idea that was no doubt often 
implicitly entertained: “A middle rank is much more favorable to talent 
[than a noble rank], so we find all great artists and poets in the middle 
classes.” 3 

The period from Wordsworth to the present day has been notable 
for the variety and complexity of its archaizing and primitivistic trends. 
Some of these, like the peasant standard arrived at by Tolstoy, have had no 
direct relation to the language! Others, like the theoretical Saxonizing of 
English essayists and scholars (Macaulay, for instance, and Fumivall), or 
the practical Saxonizing of the Homeric translator Francis Newman, 4 are 
quite obviously in the area of “poetic diction.” We encounter now, in 

the latter the preference for nature did not reach the crisis of diction. That was 
what Wordsworth had against them. The supposedly primitive or natural poets of 
the 18th century were not distinguished for a Wordsworthian simplicity of language. 
They used all the ornaments. The point was precisely that they were able to do 
this. That apparendy was thought to reveal something about origins, about natural 
inspiration. 

7 English Bards and Scotch Reviewers , 11 . 765 ff. 

8 See his Preface to Shakespeare. 

9 See his Epistle to Augustus . 

1 See his Tatler No. 230. 

2 Idler No. 77. 

8 Conversations , February 24, 1825. Cf. Wordsworth’s phrase “language of con¬ 
versation in the middle or lower classes of society.” 

4 Cf. post Chapter 20, p. 443. 
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contrast to the 18th-century beginnings, a primitivism rather formidably 
equipped with archeological and philological apparatus. A later special 
development has been a certain esoteric removal of the primitive locus. 
This means admitting the existence of fake primitives or bourgeois 
poseurs (like Robert Burns or Longfellow) but at the same time assert¬ 
ing the existence of a genuine peasant wisdom, an oral tradition from 
the foundations of the world. This was once in rapport with aristocratic 
and learned wisdom (the hut with the castle and the cloister) but has 
now been split off by the wedge of bourgeois culture and is withering 
away. Theorizing of this kind has had a Celtic and visionary orientation. 5 

So far as any view of poetic origins prevails very explicitly today, 
it is still likely to be the primitivistic. Our large literature in the de¬ 
partments of dialect, folk speech, argot and slang, is one testimony to a 
settled primitivistic interest among scholars. And this interest sometimes 
raises curious problems concerning not only compilation but evaluation. 
To select one instance from the many: a writer in the magazine Ameri¬ 
can Speech argues that during World War II there were two kinds of 
soldier slang—a small number of terms really invented by soldiers and 
truly expressive ( shack up, sweat out, latrine rumour, chew ass), and a 
much larger number of fake terms invented by newspaper writers, USO 
workers, and entertainers {armoured cow, for canned milk, scandal 
sheet, for payroll, misery pipe, for bugle, homing device, for furlough, 
handgrenades, for hamburgers, tire patches, for pancakes). In the same 
way there are two kinds of jazz slang—the genuine expressions of jazz 
musicians and fans ( Tailgate, solid, jam, riff, girt bucket, barrelhouse), 
and the spurious inventions of publicity agents, masters of ceremonies, 
and popular music magazines ( God box, for organ, skin-beater, for drum¬ 
mer, syringe, for trombone, sliver sucker, for clarinetist, doghouse, for 
bass fiddle, gitter or git box, for guitar). 

In each case the terms especially invented by persons not fa¬ 
miliar through experience with the daily life of soldiers or mu¬ 
sicians bear the mark of their artificial origins. They seldom 

6 See W. B. Yeats, <f What is Popular Poetry?” in Ideas of Good and Evil 
(London, 1903), pp. 1-15. The classic philological discussion is that concerning 
the origin of the medieval vernacular lyric, Troubadour and Minnesang poetry. Did 
its origins lie in courtly scholarship or in folk minstrelsy? See Leo Spitzer, “The 
Mozarabic Lyric and Theodor Frings’ Theories,” Comparative Literature, IV (Win¬ 
ter, 195 2 )* *74. 17-22. “Where within primitive lyricism should we then place the 
narrative-lyrical love songs of women inferred from the jarchas (= refrains) ? Obvi¬ 
ously in that pre-Christian framework of collective, improvised dancing songs of 
women in springtime which G. Paris, followed therein by Frings, recognized to be 
at the base of all lyrics in the Romance and Germanic vernaculars.” “We are brought 
ultimately to visualize a primitive world of women dancing and chanting stanzas of 
love provided for them by the poets (a Gliickslaut or Klage “im Munde des Mad- 
chens, aber von einem Mann, dem Dichter, hineingelegt”), who thus achieve a 
vicarious pleasure. . . . Such a collaboration of the two sexes is no creatio ex 
nikilo. . . •” 
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serve a dcnotive purpose, are laborious, and lack the expressive 
quality of the terms that have been born of the life experience 
of the participants themselves. 

At the same time, however, this writer notes that jazz musicians and 
fans tend to discard their own vocabulary when it is taken over by 
commercial users. 0 In this kind of inquiry, which is inferred from which? 
The quality of the term from its origin, or the origin from the quality? 


VII 

The question about the origins of poetic language seems to allude to a 
language upon which some sort of special poetic virtue has been con¬ 
ferred before it reaches the poet himself. We are forced to conceive 
poetic language as a kind of pre-poctically potent vocabulary or vigorous 
mode of expression. At the same time the history of poetic diction strongly 
suggests that the main inventors of poetic diction have been professional 
poets themselves—Spenser, Milton, Dryden, Pope. Who does make up 
the good new words and phrases—those that add something to our ex¬ 
pressive stock and are fitted to survive? Do these occur first in works of 
creative literature, or in miscellaneous non-literary places? 7 Did the 
primitive bard write the best poetic language? And if he did, was he 
an unusually primitive, or an unusually advanced, member of his tribe? 
Is a modern poet an unusually advanced, or an unusually primitive, 
member of modem society? 

If a dramatic clause be invoked—that is, if we observe that the 
language of any social class is proper when a writer is representing that 
class—the inquiry may appear to be translated into something quite 
different. And indeed it is true that the supposed speaker of any poem 
is always dramatic, and is always to be conceived as some kind of per¬ 
son, and often as a person not learned or poetically skillful. Neverthe¬ 
less—as we have heard Coleridge remark about the experiments of 
Wordsworth—a direct imitation of the uncouth speaker does run a special 
risk of lapsing into realistic disorder and insignificance. This may be 
much like what a modern critic has called the “fallacy of imitative form,” 
or like what Dryden called “mechanic humour” in the correctly low-life 

0 Morroc Berger, “Some Excesses of Slang Compilers,” American Speech , XXI 
(October, 1946), 196-8. 

7 Cf. Max J. Herzberg, “Who Makes Up the New Words?” Word Study , XXIV 
(October, 1948), 1-9. The modem professionals quoted by Mr. Herzberg make very 
modest claims as linguistic innovators. As any new expression which becomes a part 
of the language has to appear in print in order to be recorded, it seems at least 
likely that a professional phase occurs early in the life of each neologism. But do 
professional journalists make up their own new words or overhear them in oral 
discourse? 
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imitations of Ben Jonson. It is possible also to have correctly tedious 
imitations of high life. Johnson and Swift were right about this. Any¬ 
body who has ever tried to collect brilliant or pungent expressions either 
at cocktail parties or at diners along truck routes must have been struck 
by the prevalence of the brassier kind of cliches and the reiterated 
siinplisms of blasphemy. 

VIII 

In the end the only question of critical significance is the second of the 
two which we have framed above: How is poetic diction in the sense 
of something false and undesirable to be distinguished from the valid 
language of poetry? Yet it may not be easy to isolate this critical ques¬ 
tion. In addition to the concept of origins as we have just attempted to 
describe it, there is yet another, an intermediate kind of concept, that of 
chronological staleness, the hackneyed, which is usually associated with 
that of poetic diction and tends greatly to obscure the critical discussion 
of the latter. The theoretical issue of poetic diction seemed to Words¬ 
worth an issue between artifice and nature. 8 To Coleridge it seemed more 
like an issue between propriety and impropriety, congruity and incon¬ 
gruity. In effect he applied the classic norm of decorum. Both Words¬ 
worth and Coleridge assigned a relatively slight role to the chronological 
concept of the “hackneyed.” Yet the notion of the hackneyed, the 
stereotype, the cliche, today enjoys a strongly established place in habits 
of critical thinking. It is likely to be among the first appeals of a theorist 
called upon to explain why poetic diction is undesirable. 

The most obvious sense in which the poet is bound to bear the 
burden of originality is that which relates originality to the social and 
commercial conditions of success in literature. There is no practical point 
in repeating the classics, or in repeating their style. Even if some classic 
had failed to get written on schedule (in its own era) and even if it 
could be written instead today, the expectancies and demands of pub¬ 
lishers and readers preclude the success of the performance. The under¬ 
graduate joker who types out a selection of the less well-known sonnets 
of Shakespeare and submits them over his own name to a New York 
press does so in full expectation of being rejected. 0 This massive and im¬ 
movable fact about markets and readers is one of the grounds which 
supports a kind of statement that often proceeds with great authority 
from the successful literary person. Thus T. S. Eliot: 

It is exactly as wasteful for a poet to do what has been done 
already, as for a biologist to rediscover Mendel’s discoveries. 

The French poets in question have made “discoveries” in verse 

8 Cf. Meyer Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York, 1953)1 P- 12 °- 
e Cf. David Daiches, A Study of Literature (Ithaca, 1948), pp. 127-& 
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of which we cannot afford to be ignorant, discoveries which are 
not merely a concern for French syntax. To remain with 
Wordsworth is equivalent to ignoring the whole of science sub¬ 
sequent to Erasmus Darwin. 1 

And Gertrude Stein: 

The whole business of writing is the question of living in that 
contemporariness. Each generation has to live in that. . . . what 

1 am trying to make you understand is that every contemporary 
writer has to find out what is the inner time-sense of his con¬ 
temporaries. The writer, or painter, or what-not, feels this thing 
more vibrantly, and he has a passionate need of putting it 
down; and that is what creativeness does. 2 

But the critical problem of poetic diction and the cliche requires a 
somewhat more precise handling than that. One of the minor comic 
figures of our time is the “Cliche Expert,” who in an early appearance 
was made to “take the stand” and testified along these lines. 

Q—Mr. Arbuthnot, you are an expert in the use of the cliche, 
are you not? 

A—Yes sir, I am a certified public cliche expert. 

Q—Would you answer a few questions on the use of the cliche 
in ordinary speech and writing? 

A—I should be only too glad to. 

Q—Thank you. Now just for the record—you live in New 
York? 

A—I like to visit New York but I wouldn’t live there if you 
gave me the place. 

Q—Then where do you live? 

A—Any old place where I hang my hat is home sweet home 
to me. 

Q—What is your age? 

A—I am fat, fair, and forty. 

Q—And your occupation? 

A—Well, after burning the midnight oil at an institution of 
higher learning, I was for a time a tiller of the soil. Then I 
went down to the sea in ships. I have been a guardian of the 
law, a poet at heart, a prominent clubman and a man about 
town, an eminent— 3 

1 1918. Quoted by N. H. Pearson and W. R. Benet, The Oxford Anthology of 
American Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 1939)* P- 1636- 

2 Gertrude Stein, “How Writing is Written,” a talk before the students at Choate 
School in 1935 (cf. The Choate Literary Magazine , XXI, ii, 5-14)1 In N. H. Pearson 
and W. R. Benet, The Oxford Anthology of American Literature , pp. 1446-51. 

3 Frank Sullivan, “The Cliche Expen Takes the Stand,” Toe New Yorker , 
August 31, 1935, PP- 15-1^ 
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Here is an ironic frame of reference which makes a series of sorry ex¬ 
pressions amusing. But what makes each of the expressions in itself so 
sorry? Not merely the fact that it is a cold potato, a stereotype (any 
word in the dictionary enjoys the same status), but the further fact that 
the expression has a certain special character, even if tame and drab. It 
attempts to stand up and make a little joke, and the joke is out of place. 
When the cliche expert took the stand, the context was all against him. 
There could hardly be any chance for his embroideries, even for the 
plainest of them. “Fat, fair, and forty” is not an answer for the witness 
stand. 

“In the true notion of the cliche” says a French critic, “inco¬ 
herence has its place by the side of triteness.” 4 The logic of the situation 
would suggest that even ingenuity and originality are no sure proofs 
against the cliche. The highly ingenious periphrases often employed at 
certain levels of journalism have a cold ring, like echoes, even though 
we cannot say of what. A popular biography of a famous actor, for 
instance, yields a reviewer the following grounds of patronizing com¬ 
plaint. 

For Mr. Fowler, Broadway is inevitably “this street of fickle 
luster,” a distiller a “maker of spirituous delicacies,” and 
Shakespeare “Stratford’s first gentleman,” cigarette-smoking is 
“bronchial debauchery,” hair on the chest “torsorial uphol¬ 
stery,” and the men’s washroom “ammoniac grottos” equipped 
with “cracked and homely porcelains.” When he wants to con¬ 
vey the idea that some white mice were multiplying rapidly, 
he says that the “snowy rodents were fruitful;” and when Barry¬ 
more sets out to play Hamlet, or take on “the Danish assign¬ 
ment,” Mr. Fowler says that he “announced ... his decision to 
draw on the black tights of the classic Scandinavian.” 6 

Some of the expressions quoted here are no doubt cliches in the ordinary 
chronological sense. Others, however, seem unusual. The real character 
of their offensiveness (or presumable offensiveness) does not lie in their 
newness or oldness, but in the difficulty one has in conceiving an excuse 
for them. There is enough information in the expressions themselves 
and in their translations by the reviewer to suggest a certain inevitable 
silliness. They may be saved only on the principle of dramatization—and 
perhaps even then only at some expense to their author. “The fuzzy 

4 Remy de Gourmont, “Of Style or Writing” (from his Decadence , trans. W. A. 
Bradley, New York, 1921), in Essays in Modern Literary Criticism , ed. Ray B. 
West, Jr. (New York, 1952), p. 62. Cf. Gourmont, Estbetique de la langne frangaise 
(Paris, 1905), pp. 301-38, “Le Cliche .” 

5 Edmund Wilson, review of Gene Fowler, Good Night , Sweet Prince, in The 
New Yorker, XIX (January 22, 1944)1 58; also in Edmund Wilson, Classics and Com¬ 
mercials (New York: Farrar, Straus and Company, 1950). 
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raffish style of this book,” says the reviewer, “has its special appropriate¬ 
ness to the subject: it is a literary equivalent for the atmosphere in 
which the events take place. What we get here is the folklore of the 
Barrymores.” 

Bad poetic diction includes a wide range of non-meanings— : from 
the fuzziness or lack of focus that may characterize the whole work of 
a minor and derivative poet to such grossly misapplied cliche quotations 
as those noticed by H. W. Fowler in his Modern English Usage? A per¬ 
son who actually remembers what goes on in the first act of Hamlet 
will not be guilty of a jocular statement that the Ten Commandments 
are rules which by and large have been “more honored in the breach 
than in the observance.” 


IX 

One might experiment with the conception that all language is an arsenal 
of cliches, some expressions, like man and tree , being only more ordinary 
and more solidly established than some others, 6 7 like umbrageous, prelu¬ 
sive, fleecy kind, and finny tribe . The usual rule of thumb is that a poet 
should avoid cliches. But a higher rule is that he should be a master of 
cliches—at all levels. The mastery of the cliche may be illustrated sharply, 
if simply, in a kind of twisted echo phrase which has been called the 
“cliche extended.” 


At the drop of a brass hat. 

To gild the lily with radiator paint. 8 

A penny saved is a penny to squander. 

A man is known by the company that he organizes. 0 

Or the autological expression, which itself sums up the principle: 

Old saws fitted with new teeth. 0 

Such echoes themselves, of course, are not proof against the cliche use. 
The final worth always depends on a larger context. “Put a beetle in 
alcohol, and you have a scarab; put a Mississippian in alcohol, and you 
have a gentleman.” This piece of local-color wit has a kind of shoddy 

6 S.v. “quotation.” Cf. Eric Partridge, A Dictionary of Cliches (New York, 
1940), Introduction. 

7 There is such a thing as failure to achieve the established cliches of a language. 
One may have a sense of something like this in reading one of the classics turned 
into “Basic.” 

* George Arms, “Cliches, Extended and Otherwise,” SRL, XXIX (November 30, 
1946), 9. 

0 Ambrose Bierce, The Devil's Dictionary , s.v. “saw,” in Collected Works (New 
York, 1911), VII, 310-11. 
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value which is greatly enhanced in Faulkner’s Sanctuary through the 
fact that it echoes the utterance of Gowan Stevens, the collegiate slicker 
and lady-killer. 1 

Nowadays one may identify a genre of lightly sophisticated maga¬ 
zine poems whose main logic is the slight tilt which they give to a pat¬ 
tern of clich6 vocabulary, or the dainty jangle of cross-purposes which 
they create between intersecting patterns. 

Every soldier is his own architect, a specialist 
In the small home constructed reasonably 
Along pretty traditional lines, complete with 
Smiling wife at ease on screened verandah. 2 

And on the other hand: 

For nineteen years I lived a carefree life 
And pain and toil and grief I never knew. 

Although the world rushed madly on to strife, 

My thoughts of national welfare were but few. 3 

It is not necessary to quote more of either poem to establish the con¬ 
trast: the simple, unaltered reproduction of cliches by the schoolboy 
veteran about to tell his experiences on being inducted into the army, 
and the adroitly proffered series of not-quite cliches from the areas of 
business and advertising in a competent report from the front on the 
soldier’s day dreams. The first poem is an exercise in a limited kind of 
whimsy—but within its limits, and in contrast to the second, it shows 
the difference between dead and live language. 

Language gains depth and resonance only by being used, and hence 
some of the most complete and poetically significant uses of words are 
just those that occur within a poetic tradition. Beside Milton’s 

No light, but rather darkness visible 
Served only to discover sights of woe 

we put Pope’s 

Of darkness visible so much be lent, 

As half to show, half veil, the deep intent. 

Gray was glad to call attention to the origin of 

The curfew tolls the knell of parting day 

in Dante’s 

. . . squilla di lontano y 

Che paia ’/ giomo pianger, che si muore. 

1 Sanctuary (New York, 1931), p. 29. 

2 W. W. Gibson, “The Architects,” The New Yorker , XX (October 1, 1944), 28. 
Permission the author; © 1944 The New Yorker Magazine, Inc. 

3 Freshman poem. 
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A recent examination of mid-18th-century English poetry has de¬ 
fined the “major vocabulary” of that poetry as a complex of quite simple 
words relating to the age’s dominant interest in landscape symbols of 
optimistic divinity. This vocabulary yields the following synthetically 
typical line: 

Rise, fair day, before the eyes and soul of man. 4 * 

The poetry of Wordsworth, coming as an artistic climax and renewal, 
rather than rejection, of this tradition, is. in a sense a poetry that turns 
very simply to nature and the human soul—yet, inescapably, it does this 
through words, and not entirely through the simple range of words 
represented in the line just quoted. Wordsworth’s poetry is a sound 
realization and a deepening of certain nature symbols already available* 
to his age in more or less cliche simplifications. It is a dramatization of 
those symbols by bringing them into contact with select terms from, 
both higher and lower ranges, 6 from the metaphysical and Johnsonian 
Latinate range and from the range of low, country words. 

Once again I see 

These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines 
Of sportive wood run wild: these pastoral farms, 

Green to the very door; and wreaths of smoke 
Sent up, in silence, from among the trees. 

And I have felt 

A presence that disturbs me with the joy 
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 
Of something far more deeply interfused, 

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns. 

A more directly literary—a more artificial—form of such dramatization 
was no less a part of the romantic movement in English literature. Thus 
William Blake, in his juvenile Poetical Sketches . 

My silks and fine array, 

My smiles and languish’d air, 

By love are driv’n away. . , . 


4 Josephine Miles, The Primary Language of Poetry in the /740V and 1840'r 

(Berkeley, 1950), pp. 174, 222. 

6 In his Prelude; or Growth of a Poet y s Mind (VI, 109-12) Wordsworth, speak¬ 
ing, not with complete fairness, of his own early compositions, alludes to a weak¬ 
ness of trading in '‘classic niceties,” 

The dangerous craft of culling term and phrase 
From languages that want the living voice 
To carry meaning to the natural heart. 
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I’ll pore upon the stream, 

Where sighing lovers dream, 

And fish for fancies as they pass 
Within the watery glass. 

Whether on chrystal rocks ye rove, 

Beneath the bosom of the sea 
Wandring in many a coral grove, 

Fair Nine, forsaking poetry! 

In these wryly graceful adaptations of an earlier idiom that had come 
down through the 18th century in Percy’s Reliques and other collec- 
tipns, Blake gives an advanced demonstration of what it means to be a 
cliche expert. 


SUPPLEMENT 

The poet who takes his art seriously will come to his task in a spirit of honest 
self-criticism. He will not flinch at throwing out whatever words arc lack¬ 
lustre or lack-weight or in any way undeserving—though such words have 
a way of hanging on hard. A good poet will dig up long forgotten treasures of 
vocabulary and put them into circulation again, brilliantly old-fashioned 
terms which lie hidden in the junkpiles of neglect. He will be on the alert to 
take advantage of the newest creations of shifting usage. His utterance will be 
urgent and clear, like the spring torrent; he will pour out a wealth of words, 
he will enrich his mother tongue. At the same time he will cut through styl¬ 
istic brambles and make smooth and wholesome the paths of meaning; he will 
be forceful. And all the while, he will make what he is doing look as easy as 
play, though it keeps his wit on the rack—as he dances through his roles, now 
Satyr, now boorish Cyclops.—Horace, Epistle II, ii, 11 . 109-25 

A poet ought to avoid the least taint of what we may call low-breeding 
( vilitas ) in his vocabulary; he has to assume a style that marks him off from 
ordinary speakers—let him carry it off with an Horatian “distaste for the 
crowd and aloofness” (odi prof mum et arceo ). At the same time he has to be 
careful not to let his wit stick out like an extraneous ornament; it ought to be 
closely woven into the texture of his argument. Witness Homer! and the 
Lyrists! and Roman Virgill And the verbal magic (curiosa felicitas) of 
Horace. . . . The mighty business of a civil war will be a crushing job for 
any but an exceedingly well educated poet. Civil and military exploits as a 
matter of fact arc hardly to be managed in verse; prose history takes care of 
them much better. The business of poetry ... is a free effusion of the spirit 
through devices of mystery, through divinely contrived interventions, 
through the torment of wit into forms of fable. Poetry should sound, not like 
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a solemn deposition of fact under oath, but like the utterance of a prophetic 
mind . . . wildly thrown out, as on first inspiration, without tidying touches. 

—Petronius Arbiter, Satiricon , Chapter 118 

When I travelled, I took a particular Delight in hearing the Songs and Fables 
that are come from Father to Son, and are most in Vogue among the common 
People of the Countries through which I passed; for it is impossible that any 
thing should be universally tasted and approved by a Multitude, tho* they are 
only the Rabble of a Nation, which hath not in it some peculiar Aptness to 
please and gratify the Mind of Man. Human Nature is the same in all reason¬ 
able Creatures; and whatever falls in with it, will meet with Admirers amongst 
Readers of all Qualities and Conditions. Moliere , as we are told by Monsieur 
Boileau, used to read all his Comedies to an old Woman who was his House¬ 
keeper, as she sat with him at her Work by the Chimney-Corner; and cor- . 
foretel the Success of his Play in the Theatre, from the Reception »i met at his 
Fire-side: For he tells us the Audience always followed the old Woman, and 
never failed to laugh in the same Place. 

1 know nothing which more shews the essential and inherent Perfection 
of Simplicity of Thought above that which 1 call the Gothick Manner in Writ¬ 
ing, than this, that the first pleases all Kinds of Palates, and the latter only 
such as have formed to themselves a wrong artificial Taste upon little fanciful 
Authors and Writers of Epigram. Homer , Virgil , or Milton , so far as the Lan¬ 
guage of their Poems is understood, will please a Reader of plain common 
Sense, who would neither relish nor comprehend an Epigram of Martial , or a 
Poem of Cowley: So, on the contrary, an ordinary Song or Ballad that is the 
Delight of the common People, cannot fail to please all such Readers as arc 
not unqualified for the Entertainment by their Affectation or Ignorance; and 
the Reason is plain, because the same Paintings of Nature which recommend 
it to the most ordinary Reader, will appear Beautiful to the most refined. 

—Joseph Addison, Spectator No. 70, May 21, 1711 

One touch of Nature may make the whole world kin, but two touches of 
nature will destroy any work of Art. If, on the other hand, we regard Nature 
as the collection of phenomena external to man, people only discover in her 
what they bring to her. She has no suggestions of her own. Wordsworth went 
to the lakes, but he was never a lake poet. He found in stones the sermons he 
had already hidden there. He went moralising about the district, but his good 
work was produced when he returned, not to Nature but to poetry. Poetry 
gave him “Laodamia,” and the fine sonnets, and the great Ode, such as it is. 
Nature gave him “Martha Ray” and “Peter Bell,” and the address to Mr. Wil¬ 
kinson’s spade. 

—Oscar Wilde, The Decay of Lying , in Intentions (London, 1913), p. 19 

In writing The Flayboy of the Western World , as in my other plays, I have 
used one or two words only that I have not heard among the country' people 
of Ireland, or spoken in my own nursery before I could read the newspapers. 
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A certain number of the phrases I employ I have heard also from herds and 
fishermen along the coast from Kerry to Mayo, or from beggar-women and 
ballad-singers nearer Dublin; and I am glad to acknowledge how much I owe 
to the folk-imagination of these fine people. Anyone who has lived in real 
intimacy with the Irish peasantry will know that the wildest sayings and ideas 
in this play are tame indeed, compared with the fancies one may hear in any 
little hillside cabin in Geesala, or Carraroe, or Dingle Bay. All art is a collabo¬ 
ration; and there is little doubt that in the happy ages of literature, striking 
and beautiful phrases were as ready to the story-teller’s or the playwright’s 
hand, as the rich cloaks and dresses of his time. It is probable that when the 
Elizabethan dramatist took his inkhorn and sat down to his work he used 
many phrases that he had just heard, as he sat at dinner, from his mother or his 
children. In Ireland, those of us who know the people have the same privilege. 
When I was writing “The Shadow of the Glen,” some years ago, I got more 
aid than any learning could have given me from a chink in the floor of the old 
Wicklow house where I was staying, that let me hear what was being said by 
the servant girls in the kitchen. This matter, I think, is of importance, for in 
countries where the imagination of the people, and the language they use, is 
rich and living, it is possible for a writer to be rich and copious in his words, 
and at the same time to give the reality, which is the root of all poetry, in a com¬ 
prehensive and natural form. In the modern literature of towns, however, 
richness is found only in sonnets, or prose poems, or in one or two elaborate 
books that are far away from the profound and common interests of life. One 
has, on one side, Mallarme and Huysmans producing this literature; and on 
the other, Ibsen and Zola dealing with the reality of life in joyless and pallid 
words. On the stage one must have reality, and one must have joy; and that is 
why the intellectual modern drama has failed, and people have grown sick of 
the false joy of the musical comedy, that has been given them in place of the 
rich joy found only in what is superb and wild in reality. In a good play every 
speech should Jbe as fully flavoured as a nut or apple, and such speeches cannot 
be written by anyone who works among people who have shut their lips on 
poetry. In Ireland, for a few years more, we have a popular imagination that 
is fiery and magnificent, and tender; so that those of us who wish to write 
start with a chance that is not given to writers in places where the springtime 
of the local life has been forgotten, and the harvest is a memory only, and the 
straw has been turned into bricks. January 21st, 1907. 

—J. M. Synge, Preface to The Playboy of the Western World, Boston: 

J. W. Luce Co., 1911, quoted by permission of Random House, Inc., 

New York. 

The historian of the English language may attach to the word inkhorn in its 
Elizabethan context meanings which are no part of Synge's meaning when he 
uses the word in the Preface here quoted . Sy?ige's mistrust of city language 
as a literary model can be paralleled, with a different evaluative accent , in a 
passage quoted earlier in this book (Chapter //) from Congreve . The aristo¬ 
cratic norm of poetic utterance is in the end true to itself only in aiming to 
improve on the salon , whereas the peasant norm in being truest to itself drives 
toward some kind of fidelity to the actual. 
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T hough the issue of poetic diction had, as we have suggested, 
its continental affinities, Wordsworth and Coleridge fought out their 
quarrel here pretty much on native grounds. It is hardly necessary 
to go to the contemporary continent to understand English poetic diction 
of the 18th century and the reaction against it. Certain much larger 
critical issues centering around what may be called a new idea of poetic 
“imagination” were, however, more inevitably tied in with continental 
romanticism. Wordsworth and Coleridge and Shelley did not arrive at 
their highly important statements in this area without having learned 
something from abroad, and especially from the Germans. 

German literary theory, caught at its outset, during the latter 17th 
and early 18th centuries, in the rigors of French classicism (see the 
systematic genre prescriptions of Gottschcd’s 1 Vcrsucb ewer kritischen 
Dichtkunst , 1730) or engaged in the merely emancipatory (Miltonic, 
Addisonian, neo-Longinian, and pictorialist) counter-efforts of the Swiss 
professors Breitinger and Bodmer, 2 began with Lessing and some of his 
friends to rouse itself and threaten more radical announcements. The 
next two generations of German litterateurs, in league with transcen¬ 
dental philosophers and aestheticians, were to take over the critical leader¬ 
ship which had passed in its classical phases through Italy and France 
and during the middle part of the 18th century was held by the British 
empiricists. 

Lessing himself in his series of dramatic reviews in the Hamburg 
Draviaturgy, written shortly after the Laokoon , turned a destructive 
scorn on the Voltairean heroic inflation of French classical drama 3 and 
did much to modulate Cornelian admiration and Voltairean astonishment 
into the softer norm of 18th-century pity. 4 Yet Lessing was a classical 
critic, a “new Prcceptist,” as Saintsbury has called him, a kind of Prot- 

x He has been called the “German Johnson” but, as Saintsbury (II, 55*) 
points out, the resemblance between the two ends with the fact that each was a 
neo-classic stalwart. We have observed Johnson’s small respect for the genres. 

2 In their imitation of the Spectator entitled Disburse der Maler (started in 
1721), in four great manifestos: Bodmer’s Von dan Wunderbaren hi dcr Pocsie 
(1740) and Uber die poetischen Gevidhlde der Dicbtcr (1741) and Brcitingcr’s Von 
der Natur (1740) and Kritische Dicbtkunst (1740), and in Bodmer’s translations of 
Homer, Paradise Lost , and English ballads. Sec Wcllck, History I, 147. 

3 See, for instance, the comparison in his paper No. 11 between the ghost in 
Hamlet and that in Semiramis . “Voltaire’s ghost steps out of his grave in broad 
daylight, in the midst of an assembly of the royal parliament, preceded by a thunder¬ 
clap. . . . Shakespeare let only Hamlet sec the ghost. . . . The spectre operates on 
us, but through him rather than by itself. ... At his I Voltaire’s! ghost many are 
frightened, but not much.” Selected Prose Works of G. E. Lessing, trans. E. C. 
Beasley and Helen Zimmern (London: Bohn’s Standard Library, 1890). 

4 See Hamburg Dramaturgy No. 14, on bourgeois tragedy, and Nos. 48, 79, 
on pity. J. E. Gillct, “A Note on the Tragic ’Admiratio,’” MLIi , Xlll (19*8)1 2 33-8, 
traces the shift from earlier Renaissance “wonder” and “fear” to sympathetic 
“admiration” and “pity” and the development of these latter in the period from 
Corneille to Lessing. 


Gervian Ideas 

estant Aristotelian, one who claimed to be looking back past Voltaire, 
Corneille, Scaliger, the neo-classic distorters, to the pure classic idea. 
He did not “hesitate to admit” that he considered the Poetics of Aris¬ 
totle to be as “infallible as the Elements of Euclid.” “I would dispose of 
his authority easily enough if I’ could dispose of his reasons.” 5 We have 
seen how his attempt upon the neo-classic ut pictura poesis left that 
doctrine fundamentally untouched. The degree of romanticism that 
shows in Lessing consists in the humanitarian and compassionate shading 
of his ethical views on tragedy. 

Between Lessing and the next major figure in the rise of German 
critical theory, J. G. Herder, a rather distinct line will be drawn by a 
reader inclined to recognize some antithesis between the “classic” and 
“romantic.” In the voluminous criticism of Herder—for instance, in 
such representative works as his Fragmente zur dentschen Litteratur 
(1767) and his Kritische Walder (1769),—we find a group of radically 
new concerns centering in the relations of poetry to race, geography, 
and history, and in the creative and symbolic powers of verbal expres¬ 
sion. 0 These were germinal and explosive ideas. 

The criticism of the Italian Renaissance—the annotated editions of 
the classics, the formal treatises, the “defences” of poetry—had been a 
relatively deliberate and stolid performance, circumspectly, even legal- 
istically, argued by the savants of that day. The new renaissance of 
German romanticism was an eruption of notes, fragments, letters, con¬ 
versations, pamphlets, prize essays, lectures, and systems, enthusiastically 
thrown out by poets, novelists, translators, oracular professors, and tran¬ 
scendental philosophers. Where the 16th-century Italians had translated 
Aristotle, the Germans now translated Shakespeare and made him one 
of the main inspirations. At the same time, Goethe played the role of a 
contemporary demi-urge and seemed to his fellows the very incarnation 
of the theories they were developing. 7 Among literary expressions of 
first importance appear the various essays of Goethe and his retro¬ 
spectively dramatic Conversations . 8 


II 

Italian criticism of the 16th century had looked back with reverence 
to at least one medieval text, the Comviedia of Dante, and had been 

5 Hamburg Dramaturgy , No. 74. Cf. Nos. 101-4. 

6 See VVellck, History I, Chapter 9. The notes to the present chapter do not 
attempt to make explicit acknowledgement of all that is owing to the first two 
volumes of Rene Wellek’s History of Modem Criticism: 1750-1950. The debt is 
especially large in the passages referring to Herder. The chapter owes much also 
to Gilbert and Kuhn’s History of Esthetics and to the help of Richard J. Browne 
in verifying citations from the German sources. 

7 Sec especially Uber die bildende Nacbahi/iung des Scho7ien y 1788, by Goethes 
admirer and fellow traveler in Italy, Karl Phillip Moritz. 

8 Published by J. P. Eckermann.in 1836. 
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much concerned to vindicate the new Ariostan form of epic which had 
developed out of medieval romance and burlesque. Then this kind of 
Gothicism had suffered a relative eclipse during the era of French neo- 
classicism. Boilcau’s scorn for the Italian tradition was representative. 

Evitons ces exces; laissons a ritalie 
De tous ces faux brillans Veclatante folie .° 

But at least as early as Dryden’s appreciation of Chaucer in the Preface 
to his Fables (1700) a similar vein of archaic taste had begun to appear 
in English criticism. It ran through the 18th century in Shakespeare 
and Spenser criticism and in some other notable places like Bishop Hurd’s 
Letters on Chivalry and Romance , 1763. There were strong develop¬ 
ments in a kind of antiquarianism which was to have special import for 
methods of literary scholarship. 1 At the same time, a general broaden¬ 
ing and deepening of historical interest worked into more exalted no¬ 
tions about the nature of literature. One early continental source, though 
during the romantic period it was not influential, 2 was the New Science 
of Vico (1725) expounding the patriarchal and monarchic origins of 
society and along with these the metaphoric and symbolic origins of 
human thought and institutions. 3 Similar trains of ideas appear in 18th- 
century books on Homer, 4 such as those in English by Thomas Black- 
well (1735) and Robert Wood (1769), leading up to Friedrich Wolfs 
thesis that the Homeric epics are put together from a number of 
smaller poems handed down by oral recitation. 5 From the time of Herder 
on, the appreciation of various folk and Gothic literatures and the 
comparative study of ancient, eastern, and modern foreign literatures 
(the criticism of literature by age and race) 6 were strongly established, 
and these interests profoundly affected theories about the nature of lit¬ 
erature as the expression of, or the power that shaped, human cultures 
or human nature in general. Friedrich Schlegel only accented an already 
pervasive view when he called poetry the most specifically human energy, 
the central document of any culture. Developments were partly nation¬ 
alistic, even chauvinistic (as with the poet Klopstock). Ideas of German 

9 Art Poetique , I, 43-4. 

1 See post Chapter 24. 

2 Vico was scarcely known outside of Italy before Michelet’s translation pub¬ 
lished in 1829. 

3 A devious connection between Vico and Herder has been shown in the notes 
of the Italian scholar Ccsarotti attached to the pseudo-primitive Scottish Ossiari in 
the German version by Denis which Herder read. Robert T. Clark, Jr., “Herder, 
Ccsarotti and Vico,” SP, XLIV (October, 1947), 645-71. 

4 Cf. ante Chapter 16, p. 350. 

6 Prolegomena in Homerum , 1795. 

0 Herder’s main effort on this theme is his Prize Essay of 1773 on the Causes 
of the Decline of Taste m Different Nations. But there is much elsewhere in Herder 
about climate, landscape, racial customs, politics, and the like. 
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folk, German literature, and German destiny were rampant. The critics 
reached out for Shakespeare 7 as a translatable and adoptable expression 
of the national spirit—even as the 16th-century Italians had exclaimed: 
“Plunder the ancients and bring home the spoils.” 


Ill 

One historical question with which the German critics were much oc¬ 
cupied was that concerning the difference between “classic” and 4 ro¬ 
mantic.” The term “romantic” had come a long way from its early 
neo-classic uses—largely either neutral or pejorative—relating to me¬ 
dieval adventure stories written in the romance languages. During the 
18th century the term had gained so much ground that it now became 
available to the German critics as an honorific, if problematic, name of 
a central and dynamic literary conception. 8 The Jena professor and 
Shakespeare translator A. W. Schlegcl 0 devoted the first of his Vienna 
Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature (1808) to rebuking neo¬ 
classic exclusiveness and pleading for a “universality of true criticism. 

The groundwork of human nature is no doubt everywhere the 
same; but in all our investigations, we may observe that, through¬ 
out the whole range of nature, there is no elementary power 
so simple, but that it is capable of dividing and diverging into 
opposite directions. The whole play of vital motion hinges on 
harmony and contrast. Why, then, should not this phenomenon 
recur on a grander scale in the history of man? In this idea we 
have perhaps discovered the true key to the ancient and modern 
history of poetry and the fine arts. 1 

Those who have adopted this idea have given “to the peculiar spirit of 
modern art, as contrasted with the antique or classical , the name of 
romantic .” SchlegeFs popularization of the ‘‘romantic” idea was further 
broadcast over Europe by Madame de Stael in her De UAllemagne. 
Coleridge began to use the term and the distinction in his lectures of 
1811. “Romanticism” was a highly self-conscious literary movement. 

7 Both Lessing and Herder were main agents for “inoculating” the Germans 

with Shakespeare (Saintsbury III, 359). . 

8 Cf. Rene Wcllek, “The Concept of ‘Romanticism’ in Literary History, Com¬ 
parative Literature , I (Winter, 1949)1 

©The most widely successful propagandist of German romanticism. He was 
known in England as “our national critic,” the “one clear voice out of Germany. 
He delivered in all four great-series of public lectures on literary theory. The Uber 
schone Literatur und Kiinst , 1801-03, was superior to, if not more widely known 
than, the Uber dramatisebe Kunst und Literatur . 

1 A Course of Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature , trans. John Black and 
A. J. W. Morrison (London, 1846), p. 2' 
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The German critics conceived classical art to be a direct, objective, 
and happily unsophisticated communion with nature, and romantic (or 
modern) art to be a view of nature complicated, somewhat unhappily, 
by various phases of rcflcxivcncss and subjectivity. As long as nature 
had been sound on the inside of man, he could look at it outside him 
simply and without tampering. When nature in modern times had gone 
wrong inside him, he looked on nature outside with nostalgic pro¬ 
jections; he invested it with a shimmer of his own yearning personality. 
Modern art, said Goethe’s younger friend, the poet-philosopher of Jena, 
Friedrich Schiller, in his definitive essay Vber naive unci sentiment alische 
Dichtmig (1795), is a striving toward an ideal synthesis (of intellect 
and feeling) which is in its very nature unrealizable, but which is never¬ 
theless a higher thing than the once perfect, now irrecoverable, naive. 2 
Schclling, in his Philosophic der Kunst , 3 dwelt on the harmony between 
man and nature which had found adequate symbols in pagan mythology, 
and on the breach between man and God which it was the dialectical 
role of Christianity to create, and the resulting unsatisfied, infinite 
yearning of which modern literature was fated to be the inadequate al¬ 
legory. Friedrich Schlcgel, closely echoing the ideas of Schiller, talked 
about a progressive Universalpoesie* Classic art was conceived by the 
German critics as “beauty;” romantic art as “energy.” Classic was uni¬ 
versal and ideal; romantic was individual and “characteristic.” Classic 
was plastic (like sculpture), finite, closed, pure in genre. Romantic was 
picturesque (like painting), infinite, open, mixed. 5 

In a late polemical statement aimed against the French romantics 
Goethe said: 

I call the classic healthy , the romantic sickly. In this sense, 
the Nibelungenlied is as classic as the Iliad, for both arc vig¬ 
orous and healthy. Most modern productions arc romantic, not 
because they arc new, but because they are weak, morbid, and 
sickly; and the antique is classic, not because it is old, but because 
it is strong, fresh, joyous, and healthy. 0 

2 ^chiller divided modern “sentimental” poetry into three kinds, according to 
modes of feeling: satire, which looks down on reality from the height of the ideal; 
elegy, which mourns the loss of the ideal; idyll, which imagines a past or future 
ideal as real. 

3 Composed in 1802-03 and circulated in manuscript, though not published until 
1859. Mis System des Transcendentalcn Idealismus appeared in 1800. 

1 Athenaeum No. ii 6, in Jakob .Minor, ed. Friedrich Schlcgel; seine prosai - 
schen Jugcndschriften (Vienna, 1906), II, 220. Cf. Victor Lange, “Friedrich 
Schlcgcl’s Literary Criticism,” Comparative Literature , VII (Fall, 1955), 297. 

°Scc, for instance, A. W. Schlcgel, Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature 
(London, 1846), pp. 22-7, 340-3, Lectures I and XXII; and Rene Wcllck’s account 
of these passages and of parallel passages in the Berlin Lectures of 1801-04 ( History 
II, 48, 58-9). 

c Conversations, April 2, 1829, trans. John Oxcnford. Sec the selections in Bate, 
Criticism: the Major Texts , pp. 400-05. 
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He was in a somewhat creatively reminiscent mood when he made the 
following statement—but it will serve here as a summary dramatization 
of the antithesis we have been describing. 

The idea of the distinction between classical and romantic 
poetry, which is now spread over the whole world, and oc¬ 
casions so many quarrels and divisions, came originally from 
Schiller and myself. I laid down the maxim of objective treat¬ 
ment in poetry, and would allow no other; but Schiller, who 
worked quite in the subjective way, deemed his own fashion the 
right one, and to defend himself against me, wrote the treatise 
upon Naive and Sentimental Poetry. He proved to me that I 
myself, against my will, was romantic, and that my lphigenia , 
through the predominance of sentiment, was by no means so 
classical and so much in the antique spirit as some people sup¬ 
posed. 

The Schlcgels took up this idea, and carried it further, 
so that it has now been diffused over the whole world; and 
everyone talks about classicism and romanticism—of which no¬ 
body thought fifty years ago. 7 

From a neutrally retrospective standpoint, one might observe that Ger¬ 
man romantic poetry and criticism were hardly at all primitive or “nat¬ 
ural” in the sense that English nature poetry was. German romanticism 
was historical, Hellenic, actually classic, in an appeal not to Aristotle, but 
to Homer and the tragic dramatists. It was a spirited and vastly aspiring 
revision of Winckelmannian classicism. The main paradox of the ro¬ 
mantic mind was that it yearned for a primitive or direct nature, yet 
was compelled to do this through the medium of its own historical 
awareness and introspective virtuosity. 

A further phase in the dialectic of classic versus romantic is marked 
by Hegel’s massively systematic revision of romantic theory, his Lee - 
tures on Aesthetics (1835) or, as the work is now known in English, 
Philosophy of Fine Art . Hegel divides all art into three stages: first 
symbolic—where, as in the Egyptian pyramids and temples, the activity 
of spirit or idea only half struggles forth from the mass of matter; 
second classic—where, as in Greek sculpture, idea (form) and matter 
are perfectly fused; and third romantic—where, as in modern music, 
painting, and (above all) poetry, spirit overflows and envelops matter 
in self-conscious fulness. 8 There was more moral energy here, less beauty, 
than in the classic. As Schiller had put it, all art arises out of two im¬ 
pulses and balances these variously—the finite material impulse (Stoff- 
1 Conversations, March 21, 1830. 

8 G. W, F. Hegel, The Philosophy of Fine Art , trans. F. P. B. Osmaston 
(London, 1920), I, 1-5, “Introduction to Second Pan.” 
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trieb) and the infinite impulse of the idea ( Formtrieb ). The reconciliation 
of these is the free “play” of the whole human person ( Spieltrieb). 9 
The novelist Jean Paul Richter in his Vorsctmle der Astbetik (1804) 
spoke of two extremes, the materialist and the empty idealist (or nihilist), 
both of which missed the mean of true form and art. 1 It would not be 
a great exaggeration to say that all German romantic criticism was 
devoted to the problem of how literature reconciles sensory experience 
and ideas (the “particular” and the “universal” of Warton’s and John¬ 
son’s thinking). Their criticism was hence, at higher levels of specu¬ 
lation, devoted to the problem of how literature reconciles the worldly 
with the transcendental, the external and dubious material object with 
the spiritually reliable and self-aware subject, the outer world of “nature” 
and scientific observation with the inner world of schemes and of will 
and morals, 2 the contingent world of history with the necessary world 
of system. 

IV 


All these antitheses and their attempted resolutions may be described 
as arising in the due course of historic process out of the empirical 
and analytic trends of the 17th and 18th centuries. They were the 
romantic reconstruction, in transcendental terms, of the world suc¬ 
cessively and resolutely abstracted apart by the Cartesian and the British 
empirical analyses. German romanticism was a retort to scientism, a 
program for poetic re-establishment of the analytically dissolved har¬ 
mony between man and nature and between the parts of man’s own 
consciousness. The most lyric and most visionary of the Jena circle of 
theorizers, Friedrich von Hardcnberg (Novalis), in his essay Christendom 
or Europe , wrote a memorable version of the charge that science 
was ruining all. Science was making “the infinite creative music of 
the universe into the dull clappering of a gigantic mill driven by the 
stream of chance and floating upon it, a mill, without architect and 
without miller, grinding itself to pieces, in fact a perpetuum mobile .” 8 
The whole aesthetic trend owed a great deal to Immanuel Kant, 
whose “Copernican revolution” had recalled thinking from the atom¬ 
ically and externally oriented analyses of Hume and centered it re- 
flexivcly on an active and unifying creativity of the knowing subject. 


9 Friedrich Schiller, Letters upon the Aesthctical Education of Man , Letters 
XII-XV, in Essays Aesthetical and Philosophical (London: Bohn’s Standard Library, 
1916, Schiller's Works , vol. VI), esp. pp. 60-2, 67, 69-72. 

1 Vorschule , No. 69, at end, in Jean Pauls Savitliche Werke (Historisch-Krid- 
sche Ausgabe, Weimar, 1935)1 I» 2 34 - 

2 Cf. Schiller, op. cit., pp. 60-3- . . , ^ t 

8 Quoted by Carlyle in his essay on “Voltaire,” 1829. Sec his Critical & Miscel¬ 
laneous Essays (Boston, i860), II, 7 
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Kant’s Critique of Judgment> 1790, was a happily aesthetic afterthought, 
making an intermediate ground and connection between his earlier phi¬ 
losophy of science or Critique of Pure Reason and his philosophy of 
the moral imperative or Critique of Practical Reason . His account of 
Judgment was a decisive statement in the history of modern general 
aesthetics and at once exerted a strong influence upon literary aesthetics. 
It has a direct reflection in the essays of Schiller, and it is the ghostly 
paradigm, in a priori lines, of many more highly colored utterances 
by the poets and literary professors. On the one side, Kant had mapped 
the world of necessary physical events: conditioned by time and space, 
the spectacles of our sensory intuition ( Anschauung ), unified by imagina¬ 
tion ( Einbildungskraft ), ordered according to the categories of scien¬ 
tific understanding ( Verstand ) 1 and in the end only somewhat tenta¬ 
tively and hopefully affirmed under the sanction of the absolute (or 
thing-in-itsclf), the soul, the world whole, and God, ideas which 
were provided by our highest a priori faculty, the reason ( Vermenft ). 
On the other side, the free moral world of our choices, according to the 
categorical imperative. And then, after a while, the mediational concept 
of the aesthetic values, the beautiful (das Sc hone) and the sublime (das 
Erhabene), both subjective. The latter, the more subjective of the two, 
was an a-prioristically elevated version of the feelings of awe (in the 
presence of great magnitude) and of self-congratulatory expansion (in 
safe recoil from the fear of wild natural energy) which had been de¬ 
scribed empirically by 18th-century British writers and especially by 
Burke. These feelings yielded Kant the “Mathematical Sublime” and the 
“Dynamic Sublime.” 4 The beautiful, however, was something higher than 
accidental and private sense pleasure (das Angenehme) y had a universal 
claim on human recognition, and was a norm though not a strictly de¬ 
finable norm (it was “without concept”). The appreciation of it was 
not “interested” in any possessive or practical way. 5 It was a form of 
order with which nature was “favored” by our own act of knowing, 
though we looked on it, unlike the subjectively experienced sublime, 
as something out there, in nature. It was a “purposiveness without pur¬ 
pose” (Z weckmdssigkeit ohne Ziveck ). That is, it was not a teleology 
toward a nameable further end (like nourishment or shelter), but a 
highly satisfactory fitting of experience precisely to our own faculty of 
experiencing, to the progress of our knowledge. Our satisfaction in the 
presence of the beautiful was a feeling of unification, a harmonious 
interplay of sense and mind, a perfect freedom from scientific and utili- 

4 Among the fruits of the Kantian sublime may be listed A. W. SchlegePs view 
( Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature , III) of tragic endurance as a form of 
self-assertion, for its own sake, in the face of fate, and the similar view of Schiller. 

5 That is, Kant asserted the “autonomy” of the aesthetic , distinguishing it from 
pleasure , from emotion and interest , and from didactic knowledge . 
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tarian necessity. At the same time the beautiful was “the symbol of the 
morally good.” 

. In the faculty of taste the judgment does not find itself, as in 
judging by experience, constrained by empirical laws; it legis¬ 
lates for itself on the objects of so pure a satisfaction, just as 
reason legislates autonomously on the faculty of desire in moral¬ 
ity. And owing to this capacity in ourselves and to the capacity 
in external nature to harmonize therewith, the judgment finds 
in itself a reference to something in us and also outside us, which 
is neither physical necessity nor moral freedom but is allied to 
the supersensible conditions of freedom. In this supersensuous 
reality, the theoretical faculty and the practical faculty are mu¬ 
tually and mysteriously interwoven. 6 

Kant’s idea of beauty was severe; it related (so far as human making was 
concerned) almost exclusively to the formal, decorative, and abstract: 
to Greek designs, foliation on wallpaper, arabesques (things which “mean 
nothing in themselves”), music without words. The “charms” of direct 
sensuous pleasure might fuse with beauty, 7 and beauty might be com¬ 
bined with perfect natural forms and purposive human artifacts (the 
good, the ideal), but in neither of these cases was beauty pure. Beauty 
allied to the good was not “free beauty” {pulchritudo vaga ) but de¬ 
pendent beauty {pulchritudo adhaerens). The two might help us by 
being together, but strictly speaking neither helped the other. It is worth 
noting that here was a system which conceived Homer and Shakespeare 
as less aesthetically pure than wallpaper. 


V 

Certain technical literary notions which were often repeated by the 
German critics form a very coherent pattern. This was the time, for 
instance, when modern literary criticism completed one of its major 
shifts in preference among the literary genres. The 17th-century norm 
had been, as we have seen, heroic and epic. That of Lessing, in the 
third quarter of the 18th century, had been dramatic and Aristotelian. 
Lessing’s high regard for the action, the Aristotelian “fable,” was a 
form of classical objectivity that had a fairly close connection with his 
preference for the colorlessly ideal forms of sculpture over the mere 

6 E. F. Carritt, Philosophies of Beauty (Oxford, 1931), p. 123. Cf. Kant's Criti¬ 
que of Judgement , trans. J. H. Bernard, zd ed. revised (London, 1931)1 p. 251. Our 
account above uses the terminology of Carritt’s translated selections. 

7 Carritt, p. 116; Bernard, pp. 81-2. 
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phenomenalism of colored painting. 8 Lessing, as we have seen, 9 be¬ 
lieved drama to be the most poetic form of literature, and for the reason 
(related to a distinction made earlier in France by DuBos) that the 
ordinarily “artificial” signs of language become “natural” signs in drama. 
They are the direct imitation of persons speaking. But even in the early 
writings of Herder—and consistently with a general turn of interest 
from the external world to the knowing and expressing self—we find 
the notion that not the drama but the lyric is the most poetic kind 
of poetry, the most direct, free, and unlimited making of the poetic 
mind. “Lyrical poetry is the perfect expression of an emotion or repre¬ 
sentation in the highest euphony of language.” 1 We have already sampled, 
apropos of Hegel’s division of art into symbolic, classic, and romantic, 
the more or less normal later romantic view that poetry in general is 
the expression of mind using itself directly as medium; it is the very 
energy of mind. 

Herder was dissatisfied 2 with the distinction made in Laokoon be¬ 
tween painting as an ait of space and verbal narrative as an art of time 
(still pictures and moving pictures, as we have suggested earlier). The 
real difference, said Herder, is that the physical arts work each by its 
peculiar sense, the car, the eye, the touch (sculpture is the art of toiich), 3 
but poetry works by no sense. It is the direct energy of the shaping 
spirit, “immediate of the soul,” the “music of the soul.” 4 The old Lao¬ 
koon had been written against an external, pictorial analogy between 
media. The New Laokoon of 1910 would look back over a century 
and a half in which the strong sway of the fascinating spirit had driven 
toward a general synaesthcsis of media or an assimilation of all media, 
to spirit itself and toward their reobjectification in the most intangible 


8 “Mere color and transitory expression have no ideal because Nature has pro¬ 
posed to herself nothing definite in them” (Hugo Blumncr, cd. Laokoon , Berlin, 
1880, 399—cf. 469—notations by Lessing, cited by F. O. Nolte, Lessings Laocoon, 
Lancaster, Pa., 1940, p. 37). 

0 Ante Chapter 13, p. 270. . 

1 Terpsichore, Part II, in Werke, ed. Suphan, XXVII (Berlin, 1881), 171. The 
earliest fragments of Herder include two sketches for a history of ode and lyric. 
“The firstborn child of emotion, the origin of poetry, the germ of life, is die ode 
(Werke, XXXII, 1899, 62). 

2 Erstes Kritisches Wdldchen, 1769. 

3 See his Plastik, 1778. Cf. ante Chapter 13, p. 27 6. 

4 Kritischc Wdlder I and IV, in Werke III, 144, *57; IV, 166. The idea of energy 
( energeia ) as a force to be distinguished from its product, a work (ergon), may be 
found in Aristotle, Metaphysics IV, 3-8. James Harris, Three Treatises, 3d. cd. ^Lon¬ 
don, 1752), pp. 33 ff., uses the terms energy and production . Cf. Robert T. Clark, Jr n 
“Herder’s Conception of ‘Kraft,’” PMLA, LVII (1942), 737-5 2 . 

The idea of poetry as verbal music is developed by Ludwig Ticck and Yy. H. 
Wackenroder, Phantasien iiher die Kunst, ed. Jakob Minor in Deutsche National - 
literatur (Berlin and Stuttgart, n.d.), CXLV, 55-98, esp. 88. Novalis, echoing Dide¬ 
rot, thought of poetry as either inner music or inner painting, “freely modified by 
the nature of feeling.” Fragmente und Studien, VI, 21; IX, 3; X, 60, in Novalis 
Schriften, ed. Paul Kluckhohn (Leipzig, n.d.), II, 323; HI* ^ 3 ‘* HI* 2 9 °. 
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or immaterial of media, music. Even so massively solid a thing as archi¬ 
tecture might be looked upon as “frozen music.” The following state¬ 
ment by A. W. Schlegcl summarizes the trend. 

We should once more try to bring the arts closer together and 
seek for transitions from one to the other. Statues perhaps may 
quicken into pictures, pictures become poems, poems music, and 
(who knows?) in like manner stately church music may once 
more rise heavenward as a cathedral. 5 

In the voluntaristic idealism of Schopenhauer—where the blind visits 
of will is the noumenal ground of experience—music was to become 
the fullest and most subtly modulated revelation of that will itself. “The 
other arts speak only of Shadows.” Music “is a copy of the will itself.” c 
It has been a commonplace of modern aesthetics—though now some¬ 
what discredited—that music is the center and ideal of all the arts. 

If poetic words are the direct energy.of spirit, they do not merely 
present meaning, they create it. Poetry is an “imitation,” not of nature, 
but of the creating, naming Godhead. 7 The poet is a “second creator, 
poietes , maker.” This is nowhere more obviously true than in metaphors. 
The metaphor is conceived as presiding, along with music, at the very 
birth of speech, of ideas, and of human institutions. Thus Herder in 
his prize essay of 1770 Uber den Urspnmg der Spracbe: The earliest 
language was a “dictionary of the soul, it was at the same time myth¬ 
ology and a marvelous epic of the actions and speeches of all beings— 
a constant fable with passion and interest.” 8 

A certain savage secs a lofty tree, with its majestic crown, and 
is awestruck: the crown rustles! That is stirring godhead! The 
savage falls prostrate and worships! Behold the history of sensu¬ 
ous Man . . . and the easiest transition to abstract thought! 9 

5 “Die GemdbldeAthenaeum II (Berlin, 1799), 49-50, quoted in Irving Babbitt, 
The New Laokoon (Boston, 1910), pp. 124-5. See p. 125 for relations between A. W. 
Schlegcl and Diderot in the “confusion” of the arts, and p. 61 on the claims of F. 
Schlegcl, Schclling, and Gorres to authorship of the phrase “Architecture is frozen 
music.” 

0 World as Will and ldea } trans. R. B. Haldane and J. Kemp, 7th ed. (London, 
1927)* I. 333 . 

7 Herder, Uber Bild , Dichtung , und Fabel , 1787, in Zerstreuie Blatter , Dritte 
Savmilung (Werhc , XV, 526). 

8 Herder, Abhandlung uber den Ursprung der Spracbe , 1772 ( Werke, V, 51- 
3). The theory implies rejection of at least three earlier theories of the origin of 
language: the theory of divine inspiration, the rationalistic theory of deliberate hu¬ 
man compact, and Condillac’s sensuaiistic theory which derived language from bru¬ 
tal cries. Herders idea of the poet as maker is rather closely anticipated in Shaftes¬ 
bury’s Moralists , Part III, end of section 2. 

0 Werke , V, 53. “Jener Wilde sahe den hohen Baum mit seincm prdchtigen 
Gipfel und bewunderte: der Gipfel rauschte! das ist webende Gottbeit! der Wilde 
fdllt nieder und betet an! Sebet da die Gescbicbte des sinnlichen Menschen y das 
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Primitive man thinks in symbols, allegories, and metaphors. Combi¬ 
nations of these make fable and myth. And so far as modem man is a 
poet, he is primitive. Later theory (formulated first by Goethe * 1 in 1797 
and repeated by Schelling in his Philosophic der Kunst and by A. W. 
Schlegel in his Dramatic Lecture on Aeschylus) modified this vocabulary, 
if not the ideas behind it, by making a very insistent distinction between 
what was considered the merely conceptualized and finite meaning of 
“allegory” and the metaphorically full-bodied and infinite meaning of 
“symbol.” 


VI 

There are passages in Herder which suggest that human history shows 
a uniform degeneracy from the glories of the age of poetry to the civi¬ 
lized weakness of the age of reason , 2 and that, having entered on the 
age of reason, the human race was committed to further technical prog¬ 
ress and hence to the extinction of imagination . 3 But a more optimistic 
view was more prevalent—namely, that poetry was a new means of 
spiritual regeneration. With the Schlegels, poetry, and especially meta¬ 
phor, is a perennial mother speech, a promise and vehicle of future 
human perfection. An even more formidable concept, that of “myth,” 
comes into its own with several pronouncements by Friedrich Schlegel 
and the philosopher Schelling. The “main difference between the ancient 
poets and the modern,” says Schlegel in his Dialogue on Poetry , is that 
the moderns “have no mythology. But let me add that we are not far 
from having one, or rather, that it is time we should make a serious 
effort to produce one .” 4 In the Discourse on Mythology which forms part 
of the Dialogue , he issues a ringing invitation to a new world view, 
a new “synthetic” mythology, a “great mythological poem,” which is 
to rise from some source in modern idealist philosophy or natural sci¬ 
ence . 5 And Schelling carried this theme even further in an elaborate 

o 

dunkle Band , wie aus den Verbis Nomina tuerden—and den leichtesten Schritt zar 
Abstraktion /” Cf. Ernst Cassirer, Language and Myth , trans. Susanne Langer (New 
York, 1946), p. 85. 

1 In his Uber die Gegenstdndc der bildenden Kunst; and later in his Maxhnen . 

2 See, for instance, Fragmcnte einer Abhandlung iiber die Ode } c. 1765? 
(Werke , XXXII, 69). 

3 For similar views sec Vico (with regret) and Fontenclle (with sentiments of 
welcome to the new age) in his Traite de la Poesie en General. And see the debate 
between Shelley and Peacock, post Chapter 19. 

4 Gesprdch iiber die Poesie , 1800, in Jakob Minor, ed. Friedrich Schlegel: seine 
prosaischen Jugendschriften (Vienna, 1906), II, 358, quoted in translation by Victor 
Lange', “Friedrich Schlcgel’s Literary Criticism,” Comparative Literature, VII (Fall, 
1955 ), 301. 

5 Rede iiber die Mythologies 1800, in Minor, II, 357—63; see Lange, loc. cit ., p. 
302. “What distinguishes Schlcgcl’s thinking from Herder’s,” says Lange, “is that . . . 
at this time, he rejects any temptation to resort to a mere re-creation of past mytho¬ 
logical substance.” 
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deification of natural “potencies.” Ideas were images of divinity when 
taken as ideas. When taken as real, they were no less than gods. Thus: 
the “point of absolute difference” between self and the outer world 
was Jupiter; the ideal world was Apollo; the formative principle em¬ 
bodied in iron was Vulcan; water, the formless principle, was Neptune. 0 
In the aspirations of romantic poetical philosophy, the classic pantheon 
was always eminent. Schlegel 7 and Schclling were prophetic of a kind 
of mythology which materialized much more vividly during the later 
19th century in the work of Comte, Wagner and Nietzsche. 

Poetry conceived along these lines would be a kind of philosophy, 
the most creative and highest philosophy. It would take the place of 
ordinary philosophy. Poetry—art—was the supreme fact. “Poetry,” wrote 
Novalis in one of his Fragments , “is a genuine absolute reality. This 
is the gist of my philosophy. The more poetical, the more true.” 8 Such 
speculations soared the more wildly when the subjective idealism of 
Kant (where the sway of the human intellect was limited to appear¬ 
ances) was stepped up by his followers to the phase of absolute idealism 
—where all reality is the production of selfhood—of inner, conscious, 
self and outer, unconscious, self, in conflict with each other (as with 
Fichte) or reconciled in a higher aesthetic and philosophic self (as with 
Schelling). There were tensions here between the claims of art and 
those of philosophy, perhaps most sensitively felt by Schelling, who at 
first made art the sufficient “organon” of philosophy, an eternal revela¬ 
tion, an infinite satisfaction, but in the absolute phase of his idealism 0 
later conceived that, although art mythologized and reflected the ab¬ 
solute, philosophy alone could conceptualize and understand it. A dis¬ 
tinctive feature of Friedrich Schlegel’s diffusely oracular system was 
his elevation of criticism itself to a metaphoric and creative status equal 
to that of the poetry which was its object. 1 The critic must illuminate 
the original exercise of the poet by transcending it. “Poetry,” he said, 
“can only be criticized by poetry,” 2 and the dictum was honored 
throughout Europe for more than a century in a flourishing tradition 
of impressionistic criticism. 3 

Nothing could have been less realistic or less naturalistic than the 
full romantic theory. Poetry as creative dreaming was one of the most 

0 Philosophic der Kunst, I, B.i, in Sdmtliche Werke (Stuttgart and Augsburg, 

1859), I, 5* 402ff. 

7 Schlcgel’s essay Uber die Spracbe und Wcisheit der Inder, 1808, was to have 
a considerable influence on the later study of comparative mythology (Lange, loc. 

cit., p. 303)- 

B Fragmcnte und Studien VI, 468 ( Schriften , ed. Kluckhohn, II, 411). 

9 In his Philosophic der Kunst , written in 1802-03. 

1 Schlegel called his own elaborate review of Wilhelm Meister (1798) an Uber - 
meister (Lange, loc . cit,, p. 296). 

2 Minor, II, 200, quoted by Lange, p. 296. 

3 Cf. post Chapter 22, p. 49 ^- 
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satisfactory conceptions of the era—like the creative dreaming of the 
Plotinian world soul. In his unfinished novels Heinrich von Ofterdingen 
(about the youth of a medieval Minnesinger) and Die Lehrlinge zu Sais 
(containing the Marchen of Hyazinth und Rosenblnt or insight through 
spiritual love) Novalis offers both statement and illustration of his yearn¬ 
ing for a single pregnant and reconciling fantasy. 4 Dreaming, said Jean 
Paul, is involuntary poetry. 5 6 The photographic naturalism of the later 
19th century (“romanticism on all fours”) and the direct emotional dis¬ 
play which came to represent spontaneity had far less in common with 
Schiller and the Schlegcls and Novalis than with anti-classical phenomena 
of the earlier 18th century—the emotivism which we have already de¬ 
scribed in England (in Germany Sturm und Drang) and the realism 
which went with it—the view of “truth” that may be found in Lessing, 
in Samuel Johnson, in Diderot. 

A poetry which is to be truly philosophical will have to be a rounded 
image of the human spirit. It will have an imaginative fairness and full¬ 
ness. True simplicity ( Einfachheit ), said Jean Paul, dwells in the or¬ 
ganic whole, not in parts. During the era of rationalistic enlightenment, 
the imagery most often implicit in theories of poetry had been me¬ 
chanical—imagery of a verbal force working to produce clear impres¬ 
sions on our mental tablets or to pile up handsome aggregations of 
atomic parts into literary “compositions.” The new German imagery 
of aesthetic theory was botanical and zoological—an imagery of the 
spontaneously unfolding and articulated self-conscious spirit, in a word, 
of organism. The poem sprang like a flower from the poetic genius. 
Organism, said Schelling in his Philosophie der Kunst , is the highest 
“potency” of nature. (Art, the analogue of organism, is the highest 
potency of the absolute.) In his system of antitheses between classic 
and romantic, A. W. Schlegel assigned “mechanical” form to the clas¬ 
sic, 0 “organic” to the romantic, and though this was not meant as an al¬ 
together derogatory judgment upon the “mechanical,” the distinction 

4 Cf. Eugene E. Reed, “Novalis 1 Heinrich von Oftcrdhigen as Gesamtknnst - 

ivefk” PQ , XXXIII (April, 1954), 200-11. y 

5 Samtliche Werke (Berlin, 1841), XIII, 262, “Briefe und bevorstehender Leb - 
emlaufy” postscript to the fifth letter. 

6 At least he managed to suggest that “mechanical” form is what is found in 
the neo-classic ( Lectures on Dramatic Art , London, 1846, p. 340, Lecture XXII). 
“Form is mechanical when, through external force, it is imparted to any material 
merely as an accidental addition without reference to its quality; as, for example, 
when we give a particular shape to a soft mass that it may retain the same after its 
induration. Organical form, again, is innate; it unfolds itself from within, and ac¬ 
quires its determination contemporaneously with the perfect development of the 
germ. We everywhere discover such forms in nature throughout the whole range 
of living powers, from the crystallization of salts and minerals to plants and flow¬ 
ers, and from these again to the human body. In the fine arts, as well as in the domain 
of nature—the supreme artist, all genuine forms are organical, that is, determined by 
the quality of the work ” Cf. Wefiek, History II, 48, 59. 
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was one way of honoring the expansive aspiration of a romantic mode 
which under such aspects as the mixture of its genres might suffer mo¬ 
mentary disadvantages in comparison with the purity of the classic. 

VII 

A highly distinctive feature of German romantic theory was its con¬ 
cern to develop, under the sanction of such major premises as we have 
been describing, a rationale of the comic. Rational statements, thought 
Jean Paul, are one-sided . 7 Sober statements, or painful statements, or 
tearful statements might well seem to have the same defect. The rela¬ 
tion of tragedy to comedy became an important issue, and there was a 
general tendency to set the comic up and dignify it, either as a separate, 
yet highly significant, laughable genre of verbal art, or as an integral 
side of the serious. A moderate version of the argument appears in 
A. W. Schlcgcl’s defence of puns (“sportive word-play”) as a small- 
scale model of the whole poetic structure, a kind of fullness and di¬ 
rectness in verbal representation , 8 and in his guarded view that “irony,” 
though it has no place at all in the “proper tragic,” yet permeates the 
whole fabric of Shakespeare’s plays and almost the whole range of lit¬ 
erature upward from the “avowed raillery of comedy .” 0 More radically, 
other German critics developed various concepts of the laughable into 
specific technical literary implementations of the paramount concept of 
transcendence. Jean Paul (known to English students best as the model 
of Carlyle’s gigantic agility in the laughing style and as a source for 

7 Cf. Vorschulc der Astbctik, No. 69 (Jean Pauls Sdmtliche Werke , 19351 I» ii» 

234). 

8 “An imagination which has been powerfully excited is fond of laying hold 
of any congruity in sound which may accidentally offer itself, that by such means 
it may, for the nonce, restore the lost resemblance between the word and the thing. 

. . . We do not mean to say that all playing upon words is on all occasions to be 
justified. This must depend on the disposition of mind, whether it will admit of such 
a play of fancy, and whether the sallies, comparisons and allusions, which lie at 
the bottom of them, possess internal solidity’* ( Lectures on Dramatic Art } XXIII, on 
Shakespeare). 

0 “Shakespeare makes each of his principal characters the glass in which the 
others arc reflected. Nobody ever painted so truthfully as he has done the facility 
of self-deception, the half self-conscious hypocrisy towards ourselves, with which 
even noble minds attempt to disguise the almost inevitable influence of selfish mo¬ 
tives in human nature. The secret irony of the characterization commands admira¬ 
tion as the profound abyss of acuteness and sagacity; but it is the grave of enthu¬ 
siasm. We arrive at it only after we have had the misfortune to sec human nature 
through and through. . . . Shakespeare . . . makes, as it were, a sort of secret un¬ 
derstanding with the select circle of the more intelligent of his readers or specta¬ 
tors; he shows them that he had previously seen and admitted the validity of their 
tacit objections; that he himself is not tied down to the. represented subject, but 
soars freely above it; and that if he chose, he could unrelentingly annihilate the 
beautiful and irresistibly attractive scenes which his magic pen has produced** (Lec¬ 
tures on Dramatic Art , XXIII). 
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some of Meredith’s ideas in his lecture on the Comic Spirit) devoted 
Chapter VI of his Vorschule to a theory of comic contrast in the vogue 
prevalent after the statement of Kant. 1 The contrast between the stu¬ 
pidity of the comic action and the ordinary human good sense which 
the spectator projects upon or “lends” to the comic figure constitutes, 
in Jean Paul’s view, an “infinite incongruity” ( unendliche Ungereim- 
theit ) 2 We have a lively freedom of choice among three series of 
thoughts, our own insight, that of the stupid comic figure, and that part 
or aspect of our insight which we lend. Our intellect toys with these 
possibilities; it plays and dances back and forth in a delightful freedom. 3 
Only man has follies; and only man can recognize them. But on a 
still higher plane, Jean Paul conceives a phase of the laughable upon 
which he confers a name dedicated in English theory to an earthier 
usage—that is, “humor.” “Humor” becomes an inverted and sympa¬ 
thetically laughable form of the sublime (treading “in the low buskin 
of comedy” but carrying the tragic mask in her hand), a measure of 
the finite against the infinite. 

If man, like ancient theology, glances down from the world be¬ 
yond on the terrestrial world, the latter looks small and vain; 
if he measures the infinite world with the small one, as humor 
does, connecting them with each other, then laughter arises, 
wherein is sorrow and greatness. 4 

Humor annihilates not the single object but finiteness as such—merely 
by setting it in opposition to the idea. 

One kind of climax to such laughing sympathies appears in the 
essays of Friedrich Schlegel on the theme of “irony.” 5 It was possible 
to play and dance not only in comparing the stupidity of the comic 
character and our own projected shrewdness, but in comparing phases 
of our own stupidity and shrewdness, superior evolutions of the self, 
moments in that “transcendence of self” developed by Fichte in the 
higher reaches of the subject-object dialectic. Irony was a succession of 
contrasts between the ideal and the real, a technique by which the 
“transcendental ego” was capable of mocking its own convictions and 
its own productions. It was ultimate self-parody. It remained aloof from 
fixation or satisfaction at any level of insight. It was an avenue to the 

l To be sampled in English, for instance, in Hazlitt’s lecture on "Wit and Hu¬ 
mor,” introducing his series on the English Comic Writers } 1819. 

2 Vorschule , No. 28 ( Werke I, ii, 97). 

3 Cf. Edward V. Brewer, "The Influence of Jean Paul Richter on George Mere¬ 
dith s Conception of the Comic,” /EGP, XXIX (April, 1930)» 243-56. 

4 Vorschule, No. 33 ( Werke I, ii, 116). Kierkegaards later two-phase tran¬ 
scendence was to move from the aesthetic to the moral (via "irony”) and from the 
moral to the religious (via "humor”). Sec his Concluding Unscientific Postscript , 
trans. David F. Swenson (Princeton, 1944)* P- 44^. 

5 Athenaeum Nos. 37 and 116 (J. Minor, op. cit II, 209, 220-1). 
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infinite, the expression of man’s appetite for the boundless; it was ex¬ 
pansiveness, it was megalomania. Life at its most incandescent phase 
destroyed itself as it created. 

At the hands of romantic poets, this irony might be very dark, 
sardonic, misanthropic; the hero stood with cloak pulled round his 
shoulder thrust out to the cold blast—a Byronic and Poesque figure. “Hot 
baths of sentiment,” says Irving Babbitt, “were followed by cold 
douches of irony.” 6 In its more obvious and emotive phases romantic 
irony was an engine of self-protection and self-enhancement—the de¬ 
vice which the amateur employs when he speaks of his masterpiece as 
a trifle. 

But other phases were hyper-metaphysical. In the essays of the pre- 
symbolist poet Heine, for example, and in the system of the aesthetician 
K. W. F. Solger, irony was subtilized until it became coextensive with all 
art; it was the very principle by which art triumphs over nature, spirit 
over matter. Looking at even the cruder kind of irony from a metaphysi¬ 
cal point.of view, Solger accuses it of “conferring a semblance of existence 
upon nothingness in order to annihilate the latter more easily.” Solger 
conceives the finer irony as an almost mystical energy of artistic insight. 
It is the creative act by which idea or essence steps into the place of and 
annihilates phenomenal reality. It is the translation of the world of ex¬ 
perience into the artist’s ideal dream. The idea, expression of the infinite, 
surpasses the poverty of its medium. Irony is a transcendental means of 
contemplative “enthusiasm,” a union of impulse and rational lucidity, a 
poise between the extremes of ecstasy and disenchantment. “Without 
irony there is no true art.” 7 By such stages one emerges again onto the 
high, transcendentally illuminated plateau of Schiller’s impulse of free 
play ( Spieltrieb ), the reconciliation of Stoff and Fonn> the aesthetic 
equipoise. Hegel, who, like Jean Paul, employed the term “humor” and 
meant by it something much like what Friedrich Schlegel and Solger 
meant by “irony,” delivered an appraisal which has often been quoted. 
This activity, he observed, implies the “perversion and overthrow of all 
that is objectively solid in reality.” 

It works through the wit and play of wholly personal points of 
view, and if carried to an extreme amounts to the triumph of the 
creative power of the artist’s soul over every content and every 
form. 8 

It is “Satanic impertinence.” 

c Rousseau and Romanticism (Boston, 1919), Ch. VII. 

7 Maurice Boucher, K. W, F. Solger , Estbetbique et philosphie de la presence 
(Paris, 1934), pP- 107-10; Kurt Weinberg, Henri Heine , il romantique defroqui” 
heraut du symbolisme frangais (Paris and New Haven, 1954)1 PP- 122-5. 

8 Philosophy of Fine Art , trans. F. P, B. Osmaston (London, 1920), II, 386; Sub¬ 
section III, ch. 3, 3, b. 
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VIII 

One of Goethe’s best-known pronouncements concerns the debt of the 
Germans to the English. 

Our own literature is chiefly the offspring of theirs! Whence 
have we our novels,, our tragedies, but from Goldsmith, Fielding, 
and Shakespeare? And in our own day, where will you find in 
Germany three literary heroes who can be placed on a level 
with Lord Byron, Moore, and Walter Scott? 9 

Not only German poets and novelists but German literary theorists of 
the romantic period owed a considerable debt to English writers, though 
in the latter area the English writers were for the most part less distin¬ 
guished. We have alluded to the correspondence between Kant’s sublime 
and the empirical ideas of Burke’s Inquiry . 1 Historians of aesthetic thoery 
point out how Kant’s doctrines about “beauty” are only a reduction to 
systematic form (though “what a systematic form was that!”) 2 of ideas 
widely current in 18th-century England. In Shaftesbury and Hutcheson, 
for instance, one finds the disinterestedness of aesthetic pleasure; in Karnes, 
the same disinterestedness and the notion that judgments of taste are im¬ 
mediate; in Addison, the pleasures of the imagination conceived as some¬ 
thing intermediate between those of sense and those of understanding. 3 

In the important area of comic theory the Germans had less suffi¬ 
cient antecedents in England than in France, where the leading critical 
mind of the 18th century, Diderot, after a record of notably larmoyant 
thinking had turned at the end, in his Pctradoxe sur le comedien , to a view 
of acting and poetry that laid strong stress on the moment of self- 
awareness, the ironic reserve of passion. But in general England provided 
better anticipation of the more solemn themes. The primitivistic ideas of 
Herder and his successors concerning Volkspoesie , lyricism, rhythmic 
expression, emotion, and the birth of language, were fostered, for one 
thing, by the very impostures of primitivism, chiefly the Ossianic, that 
came out of England. The same ideas were available too and were known 
9 Conversations, December 5, 1824. 

a A similar correspondence appears in Addison’s Spectator No. 420, where he 
speaks of the pleasure to be derived from expanding our imagination by degrees. 
Karnes’s use of St. Peter’s at Rome and of the pyramids as examples of the sublime 
is a curious anticipation of Kant’s use of the same examples in contradiction to his 
own principle that works of human art cannot participate in the sublime. See E. F. 
Carritt, “The Sources and Effects in England of Kant’s Philosophy of Beauty,” The 
Monist , XXXV (April, 1925), 315 ff. 

2 Gilbert and Kuhn, p. 323. . 

3 E. F. Carritt, loc. cit. Muratori, the Italian neo-classic critic, had conceived 
the aesthetic imagination as the harmonious union of the understanding and the im¬ 
agination in general. (Gilbert and Kuhn, p. 322; cf. E. F. Carritt, Philosophies of 
Beauty , p. 63.) 


26 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 382 

to Herder in English Homeric theorists and in general aesthetic theorists 
like Shaftesbury, John Brown, “Hermes” Harris, I high Blair, Percy, the 
Wartons, and Edward Young. And in England the lyric norm had been 
in serious preparation throughout the iSth century not only in the writ¬ 
ings of the theorists but in the practice of numerous “(heat Ode” and 
elegy writers.' 

The work of the British acsthcticians, literary theorists, and writers 
on genius lay ready for the German transformation. The transformation, 
the stepping up, was nevertheless a matter of great moment. What was 
empirical, dcsccndcntal, down-looking, matter-of-fact in the British pio¬ 
neering, became with the Germans metaphysical, transcendental, ideal, 
and absolute. Theories of how human feelings and trains of consciousness 
happen to work became theories of what art is , what poetry is, and the is 
implied an ought to be. This was in a sense a return to classical and nco- 
Platonic lines of thought, but with a change that made these lines accept¬ 
able to a generation that had undergone the disillusioning experience of 
the “enlightenment.” German clnssico-romantic literary theory bears the 
same kind of relation to British mid- 18 th-century aesthetics and criticism 
as Kant bears to Hume. The disjecta membra of experience, subject and 
object, and parcels of each, were re-assembled by force of spirit—in a phi¬ 
losophy of life that placed human creation, or art, either at or near the pin¬ 
nacle. The new synthesis and the new faith had a new subjective richness 
resulting from the long analytic and skeptical decomposition which had 
preceded. The new idealism was more epistemological than any preceding 
idealism. It may be true that such thinking, when it occurred in the depart¬ 
ment of literary criticism, was not always so close as it should have been to 
its literary object. Saintsbury has taken pleasure in pointing out some mis¬ 
takes of the Germans in the interpretation of Shakespeare and other 
Elizabethan texts, even a certain aloofness from the texts, as in the ease of 
Goethe's Hamlet criticism in Wilhelm Meister. This, says Saintsbury, 
might have been written about a translation of Shakespeare. It is a com¬ 
monplace of literary history to observe the heavy schematism of rhe 
German critical effort and to believe that the German critics were less 

4 See Norman Maclean, “From Action to Image: Theories of the Lyric in the 
Eighteenth Century,' 1 in Critics and Criticism , cd. R. S. Crane, pp. 408-60. Eight¬ 
eenth-century English instances of a desire to push even drama toward a lyric norm 
may be noted. Karnes complained that the Greek drama had more action than feel¬ 
ing. It had “no sentiments except of the plainest kind ... no intricate or delicate 
situation to occasion any singular passion; no gradual swelling and subsiding of pas¬ 
sion: no conflict between different passions” (letter to Mrs. Montague, June 17, 
1771, quoted in Helen W. Randall, The Critical Theory of Lord Karnes , Northamp¬ 
ton, *1944, p. in). (Cf. post , Chapter 20, Hugo, Newman, and Arnold on dramatic 
norms.) The orientalist Sir William Jones by a simple dichotomy rejected “imitation” 
in favor of lyric feeling. “The finest parts of poetry, music and painting, arc expres¬ 
sive of the passions, and operate on our minds by sympathy. The inferior parts of 
them are descriptive of natural objects, and affect us chiefly by substitution” 
(Poe?m, London, i777» P* 2 °7)* 
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lovingly and immediately in touch with the letter of the literary work 
than the English literary men of the same generation. Yet the latter took 
what they could of German philosophy, gratefully, and were improved 
by it. What came out of British empiricism came back raised to a power 
where it actually met the critical needs of the literary mind or some of 
those needs. 


CHAPTER l8 


IMAGINATION: 
WORDSWORTH AMD 
COLERIDGE 


% semantics of “imagination” and “fancy” from rjth cen¬ 
tury to romantic era, Wordsworth's Preface to Poems, 
1815: elevation of both “imagination” and “fancy” Cole¬ 
ridge's objections, his concern with psychology rather 
than poems, essential agreement between Wordsworth 
and Coleridge —//. Coleridge's progress from association 
to idealism, tabloid treatment of imagination and fancy 
(Biographia X///), German sources and parallels: Spell¬ 
ing's Oration, Kant, Coleridge's system: Understanding, 
Reason, Primary and Secondary Imagination, coalescence 
of inner and outer, creation —111 . superior idealism of the 
artist, symbols, nature and the spiritual life, within us and 
abroad, various other statements by Coleridge: Treatise 
on Method, Semina Rcrum, Philosophical Lectures, Anima 
Poctae, Dejection, emphasis on coadunation, Schclling, In- 
Eins-Bildung, reconciliation of opposites (Biographia 
XIV), genesis of Lyrical Ballads, “a constitutional malady” 
— IV. meter and passion, Shakespeare's characters, Venus 
and Adonis, imitation as “mesothesis” Schelling again, 
transcendental principle and landscape applications, Cole¬ 
ridge on topography, on sonnets, intimate combinations 
( symbols) vs. formal similes ( allegory), “pathetic fallacy,” 
omission of overt statement, reduction of disparity — V. 
“fancy” Wordsworth's examples, Coleridge on Venus 
and Adonis, on “wit,” on metaphysical poets (Biographia 
I, XVIII), canonical content, pantheism, philosophy and 
poetry, modern objections, Coleridge on “pleasure and 
truth,” difficulties, poems about romantic imagination, 
Shelley, Coleridge — VI. continuation of 18th-century 
genius, sublimity, emotion, vagueness, Coleridge at the 
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waterfall, Wordsworth's Preface of 18is, Longinianism, 
members consolidated, Johnsonian generality again, infin¬ 
ity and obscurity, emotive congruity, Wordsworth's state¬ 
ments (1800 and 18iy), Coleridge: letter to Southey, 
Biographia on Shakespeare, “predominant passion ” “unity 
of interest ” § 


D uring the 17TH century the terms “imagination” and “fancy” 
had often enough been used in a vaguely synonymous way to 
refer to the realm of fairy tale or make-believe. Yet here and 
there (as in the opening of Hobbes’s Leviathan) the term “imagination” 
had tended to distinguish itself from “fancy” and settle toward a meaning 
centered in the sober literalism of sense impressions and the survival of 
these in memory. This was in accord with medieval and Renaissance 
tradition, where miaginatio and phantasia had all aiong been fairly close 
together, but where, so far as a distinction of this kind had been made, it 
was phantasia which meant the lighter and less responsible kind of imag¬ 
ing. 1 In the light of 17th-century reasonableness, “fancy” suffered the 
decline in reputation which we have discussed in an earlier chapter. But 
“imagination” (when it did not mean “fancy”) held its own and even 
slid into a new place of respect in sensationalist aesthetics. It followed 
that during the 18th century, whenever the distinction between “imagi¬ 
nation” and “fancy” was being made—and it often was—honors were 
likely to fall to the term “imagination.” A certain softness and warmth 
and depth of good feeling grew around the term “imagination” in its 
Addisonian sense; it stayed close to the heart of 18th-century poetry. A 
corresponding coldness and brittleness and a suggestion of unreliable 
frolic invested the related but opposed term “fancy.” As 18th-century 
“imagination” moved through the stages of association theory to which 
we have alluded in an earlier chapter, the honors accorded the two terms 
were now and then reversed—“fancy” assuming the higher role of refer¬ 
ence to a more creative mental pow*er, imagination, the humbler reference 
to the mind’s more reportorial kinds of drudgework. 2 But such an assign- 

l Cf. Murray VV. Bundy, The Theory of Imagination in Classical and Mediaeval 
Thought (University of Illinois Studies in Language and Literature, XII, May-Au¬ 
gust, 1927, Nos. 2-3), p. 266: “Mediaeval usage was, on the whole, unfavorable to 
any recognition of the creative capacity of miaginatio. Phantasia implied the loftier 
functions, the greater freedom—but at the same time the greater liability to error.” 

2 See John Bullitt and Walter Jackson Bate, “Distinctions Between Fancy and 
Imagination in Eighteenth-Century’ English Criticism,” MLN, LX (1945)1 8-* 5- Ead 
R. Wasserman, “Another Eighteenth-Century Distinction Between Fancy and Imag¬ 
ination,” MLN (January, 1949), 23-5, calls attention to the reversal of the usual roles 
of the terms in Arthur Browne’s Miscellaneous Sketches: or. Hints for Essays , 1789. 
A. W. Schlcgel’s later assignment of Einbildungskraft to the lower and Fantasie to 
the higher role corresponds with the minority English usage. 
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ment of honors was a little noticed exception. The relative dignity of the 
two teiuis “imagination” and “fancy” was so well established in English 
usage by the end of the 18th century that no matter what revised mean - 
mgs Wordsworth and Coleridge and others might assign to them, it was 
almost inevitable that the superior term should be “imagination.” 

An early and somewhat haphazard attempt on the part of Words¬ 
worth to discriminate between imagination (“Impressive effects out of 
simple elements”) and fancy (“Pleasure and surprise . . . excited by 
sudden varieties of situation and accumulated imagery”) appears in a 
note to “The Thom” in the 1800 edition of Lyrical Ballads . But the first 
word in the major critical discussion by Wordsworth and Coleridge oc¬ 
curs in the Preface to the Poems of 1815, when Wordsworth breaks out 
in an excited correction of William Taylor’s British Synonyms Discrimi¬ 
nated , 1813. Taylor had unfortunately written: 

A man has imagination in proportion as he can distinctly copy 
in idea the impressions of sense: it is the faculty which images 
4 within the mind the phenomena of sensation. A man has fancy 
in proportion as he can call up, connect, or associate, at pleasure, 
those internal images ( phemtazein is to cause to appear) so as to 
complete ideal representations of absent objects. Imagination is 
the power of depicting, and fancy of evoking and combining. 

The imagination is formed by patient observation; the fancy by 
a voluntary activity in shifting the scenery of the mind. The 
more accurate the imagination, the more safely may a painter, 
or a poet, undertake a delineation, or a description, without the 
presence of the objects to be characterized. The more versatile 
the fancy, the more original and striking will be the decoration 
produced. 

That summed up a century more or less of settled usage and compromise 
opinion. Wordsworth’s objection was in part simply that the terms, as an 
antithetic pair, were turned upside down. “Imagination,” not “fancy,” 
should be used to refer to the creative or poetic principle. Furthermore, 
and this was really the critical issue (though how far Wordsworth dis¬ 
tinguished the merely semantic from the critical may be questioned), 
the very distinction between the two terms was made at too low a level. 
The higher power (what Taylor called “fancy”) had to be something 
better than the mere power of wilfully (capriciously) “evoking or com¬ 
bining” images—“shifting the scenery of the mind”—making “decora¬ 
tions.” There was a “higher” creative power than that. And this was the 
“imagination.” 

Fancy does not require that the materials which she makes use 
of should be susceptible of change in their constitution, from her 
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touch; and, where they admit of modification, it is enough for 
her purpose if it be slight, limited, and evanescent. 

The law under which the processes of Fancy are carried on is 
as capricious as the accidents of things, and the effects are- sur¬ 
prising, playful, ludicrous, amusing, tender, or pathetic, as the 
objects happen to be appositely produced or fortuitously com¬ 
bined. Fancy depends upon the rapidity and profusion with 
which she scatters her thoughts and images; trusting that their 
number, and the felicity with which they are linked together, will 
make amends for the want of individual value: or she prides her¬ 
self upon the curious subtilty and the successful elaboration with 
which she can detect their lurking affinities. 3 

(Even fancy was far from being the uncreative or unoriginal thing, the 
mere juggler, which William Taylor would have made it.) But imagina¬ 
tion! Imagination was a “conferring,” an “abstracting,” a “modifying,” 
an “endowing” power. The imagination “unites” and “coalesces.” It 
“shapes and creates.” 1 In the language of his friend Charles Lamb, the 
imagination 

draws all things to one. ... it makes things animate or inani¬ 
mate, beings with their attributes, subjects with their accessories, 
take one colour and serve to one effect. 5 

Imagination 

. . . recoils from everything but the plastic, the pliant, and the 
indefinite. . . . When the Imagination frames a comparison . . . 
a sense of the truth of the likeness, from the moment that it is 
perceived, grows—and continues to grow—upon the mind; the 
resemblance depending less upon outline of form and feature, 
than upon expression and effect; less upon casual and outstand¬ 
ing, than upon inherent and internal, properties: moreover, the 
images invariably modify each other. . . . the Imagination is 
conscious of an indestructible dominion;—the Soul may fall 

3 Wordsworth’s Preface of 1815 is quoted from Wordsworth's Literary Criti¬ 
cism, cd. Nowell C. Smith (London, 19:5), pp. 155-^5- 

4 Imagination is “that intellectual lens through the medium of which the poeti¬ 
cal observer secs the objects of his observations, modified both in form and colour; 
or it is that inventive dresser of dramatic tableaux, by which the persons of the 
play arc invested with new drapery, or placed in new attitudes, or it is that chemi¬ 
cal faculty by which elements of the most different nature and distant origin are 
blended together into one harmonious and homogeneous whole” (“Conversations and 
Reminiscences Recorded by the (Now) Bishop of Lincoln,” Wordsworth’s Prose 
Works, cd. Grosart, 111 , 465; cf. R. D. Havens, The Mind of a Poet, Baltimore, 1941, 
p. 208). 

5 Wordsworth quotes Lambs essay “Upon the Genius of Hogarth.” See Lamb’s 
Works (1811), I, 96. 
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away from it, not being able to sustain its grandeur; but, if once 
felt and acknowledged, by no act of any other faculty of the 
mind can it be relaxed, impaired, or diminished. 

In short, where the 18th century had been content with a distinction be¬ 
tween a faithfully reportorial imaging faculty, and an unfaithful, or play¬ 
fully inventive fancy, Wordsworth raised the level of the whole distinc¬ 
tion. Simple reproduction interested him not at all. He distinguished two 
modes of imaging, both inventive. 0 The difference was that one was 
frolicsome, and inferior, the other was totally serious, and superior. 

It was this concession to fancy, though it was only incidental to 
Wordsworth’s aim of elevating the imagination, that became a point of 
grievance with Coleridge. In Chapter XII of his Biographia , he comes 
down on Wordsworth’s venture with a heavy hand. 

If, by the power of evoking and combining, Mr. Wordsworth 
means the same as, and no more than, 1 meant bv the nggrega- 
tive and associative, I continue to deny, chat it belongs at all to 
the imagination; and Lam disposed to conjecture, that he has mis¬ 
taken the co-presence of fancy with imagination for the opera¬ 
tion of the latter singly. 7 

In Chapter IV of the Biographia , after giving Wordsworth the grand 
credit of having originally inspired his own whole theory of the imagi¬ 
nation, 8 Coleridge had already drawn a patronizing distinction between 
Wordsworth’s purpose of considering only the “influences” or “effects” 
of fancy and imagination “as they are manifested in poetry,” and his own 
more psychologic purpose of investigating “the seminal principle”—that 
is, the process of imaginative creation, rather than poems themselves. 9 
It is our own view that Coleridge did not differ vitally from Wordsworth 
about “imagination,” and that the two may well be considered together, 1 

G “T o aggregate and to associate, to evoke and to combine, belong as well to 
the Imagination as to the Fancy.” Wordsworth here ventures to object to an opin¬ 
ion expressed by Coleridge in an article contributed to Southey’s Ovmiaiia (Lon¬ 
don, 1812), II, 13. 

7 Biographia Literaria , ed. John Shawcross (Oxford, 1907), I, 194. 

8 “I was in my twenty-fourth year, when I Had the happiness of knowing Mr. 
Wordsworth personally, and while* memory lasts, I shall hardly forget the sudden 
effect produced in mv mind, by his recitation of a manuscript poem. ... It was 
the union of deep feeling with profound thought, the fine balance of truth in ob¬ 
serving, with the imaginative faculty in modifying the objects observed; and above 
all the original gift of spreading the tone, the atmosphere , and with it the depth 
and height of the ideal world around forms, incidents and situations, of which, for 
the common view, custom had bedimmed all the lustre, had dried up the sparkle and 
the dew drops” ( Biographia , Chapter IV: I, 58-59) • 

9 1 58-64. _ 

1 For a development of the difference between them, see Clarence D. Thorpe, 
“The Imagination: Coleridge versus Wordsworth,” FQ, XVIII (January, 1939), 1-18. 
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although Coleridge no doubt may be conveniently accepted as the more 
articulate and more theoretical spokesman of the two. 

II 

In Chapters V-IX of the Biographia , Coleridge traces the growth of his 
mind from Hartleyan associationism to neo-Platonic and then to German 
transcendental idealism. Chapter XII lays down in ten Theses the Fichtean 
and Schcllingian phase of ideal realism in which at the moment he finds 
himself. All this is undertaken in preparation for the grand purpose of 
expounding “the nature and genesis of the imagination,” the literary topic 
which was laid aside—for w ant of proper groundwork—at the end of his 
skirmish with Wordsworth in Chapter IV. Chapter XIII is the well- 
known Shandcan spoof. The tortured exposition abruptly and whimsi¬ 
cally gives way to so ‘‘completely” convincing a letter of complaint from 
“a friend” that our author is content to drop the argument and state his 
“main result” in the following tabloid. 

The IMAGINATION then, I consider either as primary, or 
secondary. The primary IMAGINATION I hold to be the liv¬ 
ing power and prime Agent of all human Perception, and as a 
repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the 
infinite I AM. The secondary Imagination I consider as an echo 
of the former, co-existing with the conscious will, yet still as 
identical with the primary in the kind of its agency, and differ¬ 
ing only in degree , and in the mode of its operation. It dissolves, 
diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate; or where this process is 
rendered impossible, yet still at all events it struggles to idealize 
and to unify. It is essentially vital , even as all objects (as objects) 
are essentially fixed and dead. 

FANCY, on the contrary, has no other counters to play with, 
but fixities and definites. The Fancy is indeed no other than a 
mode of Memory emancipated from the order of time and space; 
while it is blended with, and modified by that empirical phe¬ 
nomenon of the will, which we express by the word CHOICE. 

But equally with the ordinary memory the Fancy must receive 
all its materials ready made from the law of association.” 

2 1 , 202. For similar but briefer Coleridgean definitions of “imagination” and 
“fancy,” see Coleridge's Miscellaneous Criticism , ed. T. M. Raysor, p. 387. For 
Coleridge’s comparison of imagination to delirium (an all-inclusive coloring of the 
mind) and fancy to mania (a specially channelled response), see Biographia , Chap¬ 
ter IV ( 1 , 62) and Shawcross’s note (I, 225-6) quoting Table Talk, June 23, 183^ 
and Aids to Reflection , Bohn edition, p. 173. Coleridge recognized combinations of 
imagination and fancy, or shadings between the two. In Miscellaneous Criticism , p. 
38, Spenser has “fancy under conditions of imagination. He has an imaginative fancy, 
but he has not imagination.” 
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Docs Coleridge mean the same thing that Wordsworth means in the 
more informal and literary statement of the 1815 Preface? Or docs Cole¬ 
ridge mean something far more profound? The question is complicated 
by the presence of German ideas in Coleridge’s mind. 

It is not the issue of plagiarism 3 (though that is present for the 
biographer of Coleridge) which we would here pursue, but the relation 
of his theory to certain presiding metaphysical notions of his time, and 
especially to the notions of Kant and Schclling. It is true that a number 
of clear and even detailed borrowings by Coleridge from the Germans 
are to be noted, but let us say in advance that the importance of his 
debt is not always in proportion to its flagrancc or its definability. 

The lecture On Poetry or Art of 1818, for instance, is a fairly 
close paraphrase of Schelling’s Academy Oration On the Relation of the 
Formative Arts to Nature (1807), and this has an importance to which 
we shall return in a few pages.* 1 One of the most amusing betrayals of 
Coleridge’s way with sources is his coinage of the term esemplastic 
(unifying or coadunative) in Chapters X and XIII of the Biographia 
on the model of Schclling’s In-Eins-Bildwig and apparently with the 
mistaken notion also that the term is authorized by the German word 
Einbildungskraft . 5 One of Coleridge’s clearest debts to Kant appears in 
his Prmciples of Genial Criticism (1814), where both doctrine and ex¬ 
amples, concerning pleasure, taste, beauty, and disinterest, are taken 
directly from Kant’s Critique of Judgment . Yet this aesthetic borrowing 
has no very important relation to Coleridge’s own literary aesthetic. The 
main relation of Coleridge’s literary theory to Kant is a vaguer one, and 
lies in the direction not of the Critique of Judgment but in that of Kant’s 
general epistemology and ontology in the Critique of Pure Reason . “The 
writings of the illustrious sage of Konigsberg, the founder of the Criti¬ 
cal Philosophy,” says Coleridge in Chapter IX of the Biographia , “more 
than any other work, at once invigorated and disciplined my under- 

8 In Chapter IX of the Biographia Coleridge makes a more or less convincing 
disavowal of “ungenerous concealment or intentional plagiarism,” though he admits 
that his doctrines arc likely to show a remarkable coincidence with those of Schcll¬ 
ing. “I regard truth as a divine ventriloquist. I care not from whose mouth the sounds 
are supposed to proceed, if only the words arc audible and intelligible” ( Biographia 
I, 105). And in Anbna Poetac under the year 1804 (Boston, 1895, P* 89): “In the 
preface of my metaphysical works, I should say, ‘Once for all, read Kant, Fichte, 
etc., and then you will trace, or, if you are on the hunt, track me.’ Why, then, not 
acknowledge your obligations step by step? Because I could not do so in a multi¬ 
tude of glaring resemblances without a lie, for they had been mine, formed and 
full-formed, before I ever heard of these writers.” An early instance of the charge 
of plagiarism against Coleridge appears in De Quinccy’s article “The Plagiarisms of 
S. T. Coleridge” in Blackwood's Magazine for March, 1840. 

4 See Biographia , I, 9 s, 2 43» for another free translation from Schelling. 

5 Biographia Liter aria, I, 107, 195, 249; Anima Poetae (Boston, 1895), p. 199; Let¬ 
ters (1895), I, 405-406; marginalia to J. G. E. Maass, quoted in Sarah Coleridge, cd. 
Biographia Litcraria (1847)1 I. *73- Cf. Patrick L. Carver, “Evolution of the Term 
Esemplastic,” MLR , XXIV (i 9 2 9 )> 3 2 9 - 


3 91 Imagination: Wordsworth and Coleridge 

standing.” It may be worth adding that the ideas concerned had been 
rather widely foreshadowed throughout the neo-Platonic tradition, a 
tradition in which Coleridge was deeply versed, and one in which 
Kant himself stood as the theistic and transcendental champion of the 
age against Spinozan immanentism and pantheism. 6 

We may see the relation of Coleridge's “imagination” and “fancy 5 
to German ideas better if we set beside the definitions already quoted 
from Chapter XIII of the Biographia the following passage, defining 
two Kantian terms, “Understanding 55 (Verstand) and “Reason” (Ver- 
nunft ), from an early essay by Coleridge in The Friend: 

By understanding, I mean the faculty of thinking and forming 
judgments on the notices furnished by the sense, according to 
certain rules existing in itself, which rules constitute its dis¬ 
tinct nature. By the pure reason, I mean the power by which 
we become possessed of principles—the eternal verities of Plato 
and Descartes, and of ideas, not images. 7 

And along with this let us set down the development of these ideas, 
perhaps not quite consistently, in Coleridge’s later religious and philo¬ 
sophic work entitled Aids to Reflection . 

i. Understanding is discursive. 2. The Understanding in all its 
judgments refers to some other Faculty as its ultimate Author¬ 
ity. 3. Understanding is the Faculty of Reflection . 

1. Reason is fixed. 2. The Reason in all its decisions appeals to 
itself, as the ground and substance of their truth. (Hebrews vi, 

13.) 3. Reason of Contemplation. Reason indeed is much nearer 
to SENSE than to Understanding: for Reason (says our great 
HOOKER) is a direct aspect of Truth, an inward Beholding, 
having a similar relation to the Intelligible or Spiritual, as SENSE 
has to the Material or Phenomenal. 8 

6 Rene Wcllek, Immanuel Kant hi Ejigland, pp. ujff., points out that Cole¬ 
ridge’s manuscript Logic is largely an elaborate exposition of the Critique of Pure 
Reason , with architectonics, tables of categories, and antinomies taken over literally. 
The direct relation of this fact to literary matters is no doubt slight. Wcllek says 
(p. 114), “Of the major writings of Coleridge least of Kant’s immediate influence 
is to be found in the Biographia Literaria .” Various borrowings by Coleridge from 
Schiller’s Naive and Sentimental Poetry , Jean Paul’s Vorscbule, A. W. Schlcgel’s 
Dramatic lectures, arc pointed out by T. M. Raysor in his editions of Coleridge’s Mis¬ 
cellaneous Criticism and Shakespeare Criticism. Shawcross (I, 231) notes that 
Coleridge’s history of association psychology in Chapters V and yi of the Bio¬ 
graphia is drawn in part from J. G. E. Maass, Versuch uber die Einbildungskraft, 
1797- Sec also Wcllek, History II, 151-3. 

7 Complete Works , ed. W. G. T. Shedd (New York, 1853), II, 164. 

8 Aids to Reflection (London, 1913), p. 148, “On the Difference in Kind of Rea¬ 
son and the Understanding.” Joseph W. Beach, The Concept of Nature in Nine¬ 
teenth Century Poetry (New York, 1936), p. 321, believes that Coleridge’s dis- 
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Let four terms, then, “Primary Imagination” ^“Understanding,” Sec¬ 
ondary Imagination”<-»“Rcason,” stand as a kind of ascending scries, wit 
affinities between the first (or lower) and the second (or upper) pair 
indicated by the sign <-». And let “Fancy” ride as a kind of side effort 
or false parallel to “Secondary Imagination.” The Platonic sensory knowl¬ 
edge ( eikasia ), more or less the equivalent of the Kantian immediate 
sensory intuition ( Anschammg ), does not appear in the Coleridgean 
system, but so far as it might be distinguished in itself it would be con¬ 
ceived as a shadowy beginning which is substantiated or shaped up into 
the world of our everyday external experience (horses and houses) by 
the faculty of Primary Imagination ( Einbildungskraft ) working in ac¬ 
cord with the schemes or laws , of the scientific Understanding. This 
“Imagination” is a primary creative act, a willed activity of spirit, a 
self-consciousness, a “self-realizing intuition,” joining and coalescing the 
otherwise separated parts of our self, the outer unconscious, and the inner 
conscious, the object and the subject. To support this part of the inter¬ 
pretation, we turn back to the Theses of Biographia , Chapter XI and 
to certain Kantian passages in Chapter VII. 

There are evidently two powers at work, which relatively to 
each other arc active and passive; and this is not possible without 
an intermediate faculty, which is at once both active and pas¬ 
sive. (In philosophical language, we must denominate this inter¬ 
mediate faculty in all its degrees and determinations, the IM¬ 
AGINATION. 9 

The two powers between which the Imagination mediates arc the “sub¬ 
ject” and “object” of Chapter XII and the two opposing and counter¬ 
acting forces described in the involved Schellingian terms of Chapter 
XIII before it is interrupted by the letter from the friend. * 1 Primary 
Imagination is a human creative act which we may take as a type of 
and participation in the Divine act, though we are told that Cole¬ 
ridge later deleted that clause in a copy of the Biographia —“a repeti¬ 
tion in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite 
I AM.” 


tinction is derived, with some misunderstanding, merely from Kant’s Preface to his 
Critique of Pure Reason. 

Neo-Platonic and Christian writers were accustomed to make a similar distinc¬ 
tion between the terms scientia and sapientia . Sec, for instance, Augustine, De Trini - 
tate, XII, 25. Cf. Aristotle’s distinction, in Dc Anima , between the passive and the 
active intellect. 

1 Cf. Clarence D. Thorpe, “The Imagination: Coleridge versus Wordsworth, 

PQ, XVlil (January, 1939), 8 . 
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III 

Every human being, then, is, so far as he perceives anything at all, a 
creator and an idealizing agent. What then about the special role of the 
artist (the poet or maker)? What more can be do? What kind of “im¬ 
agination” docs be enjoy? 

... in common language, and especially on the subject of po¬ 
etry, we appropriate the name to a superior degree of the fac¬ 
ulty, joined to a superior voluntary control over it. 2 

We conceive the “Secondary Imagination,” a higher plastic power. This 
reworks the perceptual products of primary imagination into concrete 
expressions (symbols) of those “ideas”—the self, the absolute, the 
world, and God—which arc otherwise, conceptually, given by that supe¬ 
rior part of the transcendental mind the Reason. Nature, especially as 
seen by the poet, symbolizes the spiritual life of man and hence too 
that higher life in which the spiritual life of man participates, “the one 
life within us and abroad.” The ideas of such a life were, as Kant con¬ 
ceived them, framed by the Reason only as regulative hypotheses. But 
for Coleridge (as for the German post-Kantians, Schclling, Fichte, and 
Hegel), these ideas were realities (iiownena) and the Reason was the 
faculty of philosophic insight into them—as Secondary Imagination gave 
them symbolic embodiments/ 1 Kant had distinguished this imagination, 
under the name of the “aesthetic,” from the “productive” (Coleridge's 
“primary Imagination”) and from the “reproductive” (Coleridge's 
“fancy”). 

Various other writings of Coleridge give more poetically colored 
and less difficult accounts of that higher meaning of nature which he 
conceived it to be the role of poetic imagination to create and in creat¬ 
ing know. 

Certainly the Fine Arts belong to the outward world, tor they 
all operate by the images of sight and sound, and other sensible 
impressions; and without a delicate tact for these, no man ever 
was. or could be, cither a Musician or a Poet; nor could he 
attain to excellence in any one of these Arts; but as certainly 
he must always be a poor and unsuccessful cultivator of the Arts 

2 Chapter VI (I, 86). 

3 Coleridges Preliminary Treatise on Method , 1 8 1 8 , assigns to aesthetics a "mid¬ 
dle position” between physics, which deals with sensory facts by hypothetical con¬ 
structions, and metaphysics, which is concerned with "laws” apprehended through 
the Ideas of the reason (J. U. Muirhcad, Coleridge as Philosopher , New \or»%. i 93 °* 
Chapter VII, pp. 197-8). Cf. Shawcross, cd. Uiographia Liter aria, I, Ivii-lviii. 
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if he is not impelled first by a mighty, inward power, a feeling, 
quod nequeo vjonstrare y et sentio tantum; nor can he make great 
advances in his Art, if, in the course of his progress, the obscure 
impulse does not gradually become a bright, and clear, and liv¬ 
ing Idea! 4 

If the artist copies the mere nature, the nature naturata , what 
idle rivalry! . . . Believe me, you must master the essence, the 
nature naturans, which presupposes a bond between nature in 
the higher sense and the soul of man. ... In the objects of 
nature are presented, as in a mirror, all the possible elements, 
steps, and processes of intellect antecedent to consciousness, 
and therefore to th^full development of the intelligential act; 
and man’s mind is the very focus of all the rays of intellect 
which are scattered throughout the images of nature. 6 

To have a genius is to live in the universal, to know no self 
but that which is reflected not only from the faces of all around 
us, our fellow-creatures, but reflected from the flowers, the 
trees, the beasts, yea from the very surface of the waters and 
the sands of the desert. A man of genius finds a reflex of him¬ 
self, were it only in the mystery of being. 0 


In looking at objects of Nature while I am thinking, as at 
yonder moon dim-glimmering through the dewy window-pane, 
I seem rather to be seeking, as it were asking for, a symbolical 
language for something within me that already and forever ex¬ 
ists, than observing anything new. Even when that latter is the 
case, yet still I have always an obscure feeling as if that new 
phenomenon were the dim awaking of a forgotten or hidden 
truth of my inner nature. 7 


Or the emphasis might fall sadly on the waning or loss of that inner 
power of investiture. 

O Lady! we receive but what we give, 

And in our life alone does Nature live: 

Ours is her wedding-garment, ours her shroud! 

And would we aught behold, of higher worth, 

Than that inanimate cold world allowed 
To the poor loveless ever-anxious crowd, 

Ah! from the soul itself must issue forth 


4 Preliminary Treatise on Method, 1818, III, 21 (ed. Alice D. Snyder, London, 
1934, pp. 62-3). 

cQ n Poesy or Art , in Biographic, ed. Shawcross, II, 257-8. 

9 The Philosophical Lectures (1818-19), ed. Kathleen Cobum (New York, 

1940) p. 179. 

7 Anima Poetae (Boston, 1895), p. 115. 
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A light, a glory, a fair luminous cloud 
Enveloping the Earth— 

And from the soul itself must there be sent 
A sweet and potent voice, of its own birth, 

Of all sweet sounds the life and element! 8 

All these statements about the meaning of art and the meaning of 
nature refer to a kind of union between the two. They could all be 
developed under the aspect of union, the Schellingian emphasis on 
coalescence, on reconciliation. And it is precisely this emphasis that is 
the most distinctive feature of Coleridge’s theory. This, though it was a 
tenet of absolute idealism, was capable of working out, and in Coleridge’s 
thinking to some extent did work out, into a dualistic and variously 
applicable theory of poems. Reconciliation of what? Primarily and 
genetically of the two sides of self, conscious and unconscious, subject 
and object—and of certain related abstract entities. ln-Eins-Bildung , 
said Schelling, des Einem vtit dem Vielen . ln-Eins-Btldvng des Realen 
und Idealen Or, to give the antithesis a warmer color, In-Eins-Bildung 
(coadunation) of man and nature . Coleridge’s lecture On Poesy or Art 
( 1818) is in parts a close paraphrase of Schelling’s oration On the Relation 
of the Formative Arts to Nature , 

Art itself might be defined as of a middle quality between a 
thought and a thing, or, as I have said before, the union and 
reconciliation of that which is nature with that which is ex¬ 
clusively human. It is the figured language of thought, and is 
distinguished from nature by the unity of all parts in one 
thought or idea. 1 

In a passage of the Biographia much celebrated recently, Coleridge 
writes his most enthusiastic and expansive account of the aesthetic “re¬ 
conciliation.” 

Imagination. . . . reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation 
of opposite or discordant qualities: of sameness, with difference; 
of the general, with the concrete; the idea, with the image; the 
individual, with the representative; the sense of novelty and of 
freshness, with old and familiar objects; a more than usual state 
of emotion, with more than usual order; judgement ever awake 
and steady self-possession, with enthusiasm and feeling pro¬ 
found or vehement; and while it blends and harmonizes the nat¬ 
ural and the artificial, still subordinates art to nature; the 

8 Cf. Wordsworth’s Ode: Intimations . . . . “There was a rime when meadow, 
grove, and stream. . . 

°Shawcross, I, 249. 

1 Biographia Liter aria, II, 254-5. 
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manner to the matter; and our admiration of the poet to our 
sympathy with the poetry. 2 

The weaving back and forth of Coleridge’s syntax and the variation of 
his phrasing may tend to obscure the generic alignment of the eleven 
(partially overlapping) pairs of opposites which we now repeat in tabu¬ 
lar form. 

Imagination reconciles (balances, or harmonizes): 


A 


B 

1. sameness 

with 

difference 

2. general 

<c 

concrete 

3. idea 

u 

image 

4. representative 

(« 

individual 

5. familiarity 

(( 

novelty 

6 . order 

(« 

emotion 

7. judgment 

Cl 

enthusiasm 

8. artificial 

<c 

natural 

Imagination subordinates: 

A 


B 

1. art 

to 

nature 

2. manner 

cc 

matter 

3. admiration 

cc 

sympathy 

of the poet 


with the poetry 


Column A will come under the head of the “subject,” the “human;” 
Column B under that of the “object,” “nature.” In the first part of the 
same chapter Coleridge had given a nice example of reconciliation be¬ 
tween familiarity and novelty, treated in such a way as to suggest the 
intimate relation of these reconcilable opposites with another and more 
difficult pair, the inner human spirit and the outer transcendental or 
supernatural. The example is so engaging an incident of English literary 
history as almost to preclude the possibility of cavil. 

During the first year that Mr. Wordsworth and I were neigh¬ 
bors, our conversations turned frequently on the two cardinal 
points of poetry, the power of exerting the sympathy of the 
reader by a faithful adherence to the truth of nature, and the 
power of giving the interest of novelty by the modifying colors 
of imagination. The sudden charm, which accidents of light 

2 Chapter XIV (II, 12). Alice D. Snyder, The Critical Principle of the Recon¬ 
ciliation of Opposites as Employed by Coleridge (Ann Arbor, 1918), p. 28, was ap¬ 
parently the first modern writer to i]uotc this passage. She was followed by T. S. 
ELiot in his essay on .Marvell (19^1 ), by l. A. Richards in his Principles of Literary 
Criticism (1924). Cf. Rene Wellck, in The English Romantic Poets , ed. T. M. Ray- 
sor (New York, 1950), p* *09. 


397 Imagination: Wordsworth and Coleridge 

and shade, which moonlight or sun-set diffused over a known 
and familiar landscape, appeared to represent the practicabil¬ 
ity of combining both. ... In this idea originated the plan of 
the “Lyrical Ballads” in which it was agreed, that my endeav¬ 
ours should be directed to persons and characters supernatural, 
or at least romantic; yet so as to transfer from our inward na¬ 
ture a human interest and a semblance of truth sufficient to pro¬ 
cure for these shadows of imagination that willing suspension of 
disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith. Mr. 
Wordsworth, on the other hand, was to propose to himself as 
his object, to give the charm of novelty to things of every day, 
and to excite a feeling analogous to the supernatural, by awaken¬ 
ing the mind’s attention from the lethargy of custom, and di¬ 
recting it to the loveliness and the wonders of the world before 
us. 8 

Coleridge’s interest in opposites and their reconciliation was, says 
Miss Snyder, “a constitutional malady.” And she is able to present a 
very miscellaneous set of topics—foam islands shaping and reshaping 
below a waterfall, a tooth-ache and the forgetting of it, a cone of loose 
sand rising and sinking at the bottom of a spring, the movement of 
ghostlike crowds through the sepulchral fixities of London streets— 
all of which provoke in Coleridge reflections on this theme. 4 

IV 

One might expect that the doctrine of reconciliation would be a wide 
and varied sanction for poetic moods and genres and that it would 
have a varied and subtle application in Coleridge’s practical criticism. 
Certain more precise technical modulations do appear, for instance the 
treatment in Biographia, Chapter XVIII, of meter as a balance between 
passion and organization, or in the notes on The Tempest an observation 
about the individuality of Shakespearian women despite their essential 
sameness, in the notes on Hamlet a comment on the tragi-comedy of a 
semi-feigned madness. 5 In his lecture “Shakespeare, a Poet Generally” 
(corresponding in part to Chapter XV of the Biographia ) Coleridge ex¬ 
ecutes a rhapsodic analysis of a couplet from Venus and Adonis , 

Look! how a bright star shooteth from the sky; 

So glides he in the night from Venus* eye. 

3 Chapter XIV (II, 5-6). Wellek, History II, 177, notes the anticipation of Cole¬ 
ridge’s celebrated “willing suspension of disbelief” by Moses Mendelssohn, Rhapso - 
die iiber die Empfindungen, 1761, and Morgenstunden , 1785. 

4 Snyder, pp. 20 quoting Anima Poetae (Boston, 1895), pp. 7 , I4» 44 ; Works, 
IV, 434. 

5 Cf. Snyder, pp. 29-30, 37, 48-9. 
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How many images and feelings are here brought together with¬ 
out effort and without discord, in the beauty of Adonis, the 
rapidity of his flight, the yearning, yet hopelessness, of the en¬ 
amoured gazer, while a shadowy ideal character is thrown over 
the whole! 

In other places, he makes a highly reflexive application of the 
doctrine of reconciliation to the work of art itself conceived as a non- 
illusory object. 

Imitation, as opposed to copying, consists either in the inter¬ 
fusion of the SAME throughout the radically DIFFERENT, 
or of the different throughout a base radically the same. 0 

Imitation is the mesothesis of Likeness and Difference. The dif¬ 
ference is as essential to it as the likeness; for without the differ¬ 
ence, it would be Copy or fac-similc. 7 

We have been bringing ourselves, however, to the point of asking 
an important question about the limits of this doctrine of imaginative 
reconciliation and hence about the whole theory of poetic imagination 
entertained by Coleridge and, in fairly close concert, by Wordsworth. 
Was their theory, in fact a general theory of poetry? Or was it not 
rather a theory slanted very heavily toward a particular kind of poetry, 
one in which they themselves, and especially Wordsworth, excelled? 
(The latter status would not have precluded a fairly wide extension of 
the theory, even by Coleridge and Wordsworth if they had been suf¬ 
ficiently interested.) Let us return for a moment to that lecture of 
Coleridge’s on Poesy or Art, so intimately related to Schelling’s oration 
On the Relation of the Formative Arts to Nature . 

Now so to place these images, totalized, and fitted to the 
limits of the human mind, as to elicit from, and to superinduce 
upon, the forms themselves the moral reflexions to which they 
approximate, to make the external internal, the internal external, 
to make nature thought, and thought nature,—this is the mystery 
of genius in the Fine Arts. 8 

Or, we might quote here again that passage which we have quoted just 
above from Chapter XIV of the Biographia, about light and shade, moon¬ 
light or sunset “over a known and familiar landscape.” In such passages 
we are confronted in a special way with the important difference be¬ 
tween Primary Imagination and Secondary Imagination. We are asked 
to focus a special attention upon the distinction between the first (a 

8 Biographia, Chapter XVIII (II, 56). 

7 Table Talk, Works, VI, 468. Cf. Snyder, p. 52. 

8 Biographia Literana, II, 258. 
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basic and universal power of knowing) and the second (a special 
power of artistic knowing—yet not in prmciple different from the first). 
This difficult paradox, has haunted all idealistic theory of art from 
Plotinus to Croce and Susanne Langer. In this crucial instance (crucial 
because Coleridge and Wordsworth as poet-philosophers did have an 
eye closely on poems and wished to remain close to them) it may be 
doubted if the theory succeeds in making the transition from general 
epistemology to poetics without a leap that largely abandons the episte¬ 
mology as a formal principle. The theory, at least in some phases, seems 
to have in mind especially a kind of poetry which will somehow, either 
by some kind of dramatic figuration, or perhaps by a merely contentual 
reference, be the appointed representative of the basic philosophy. Yet 
this poetry, for all that, may not be a sufficient demonstration or illustra¬ 
tion of the theory. It is one thing to say that all our knowledge is a “self- 
realizing intuition” which reconciles subject or conscious self with 
object or nature. (It is impossible to write a poem which will specially il¬ 
lustrate this transcendental principle. How could any one expression bet¬ 
ter illustrate or embody it than any other?) It is a vastly different thing to 
say that the forms of nature are, or are capable of being, suited to moral 
reflections—or that the latter can be, in any peculiar way, elicited from 
or superinduced upon the former. This is a very special showing of how 
“nature” is “thought,” and “thought” is “nature.” (It may be quite pos¬ 
sible to illustrate this in a special kind of poem.) 

And so we have such more special statements of preference by Cole¬ 
ridge as that in Chapter XV of the Biographia . Images become poetic 
“when a human and intellectual life is transferred to them from the poet’s 
own spirit, ‘Which shoots its being through # earth, sea, and air.’ ” 

Behold yon row of pines, that shorn and bow’d 
Bend from the sea-blast, seen at twilight eve. 

In these lines, he says, “There is nothing objectionable, but also nothing 
to raise them much above the level of a “book of topography” or a “de¬ 
scriptive tour.” But the “same image” can be raised to a “semblance of 
poetry” by being altered thus: 

Yon row of bleak and visionary pines, 

By twilight glimpse discerned, mark! how they flee 
From the fierce sea-blast, all their tresses wild 
Streaming before them.® 

Or we have the following in the Introduction to the volume of sonnets 
which Coleridge edited in 1796. 

9 Biographia , II, 16-17. Cf. Coleridge’s lecture Shakespeare , a Poet Generally . 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 400 

Those sonnets appear to me to be the most exquisite in which 
moral sentiments are deduced from and associated with the scen¬ 
ery of Nature. They create a sweet and indissoluble union be¬ 
tween the intellectual and the material world. 1 

Or this in a letter to Southey of 1802. 

A poet’s heart and intellect should be combined, intimately com¬ 
bined and unified with the great appearances of nature. . . . 2 

In this letter, Coleridge is intent on making a distinction between such 
“intimate” combinations and certain other combinations, or loose mix¬ 
tures, such as have to be made explicit by “dim” moralizing analogies 
and “formal similes ” 3 

We have similar statements by Wordsworth (with a more genetic 
accent): that “images and sentiments” should be “wedded” naturally in 
the mind; images should rise to the mind unsought for, like “exhalations.” 4 
“The subject and simile should be as much as possible lost in each other,” 
especially in lyric poetry. 5 

In short, we have a theory of “animating” imagery, of romantic an¬ 
thropomorphism, what Ruskin not many years later termed the “pathetic 
fallacy” (and one may echo the term without the least hint of deroga¬ 
tion), the fallacy, the fiction, of portraying the face of nature so as to 
invest it with reflections of our own mind and feelings and hence with 

1 Biographia , I, 207. 

2 Letters (Boston, 1895), I, 403. 

•Coleridge here verges on the distinction between “symbol” and “allegory” 
which he was later to make after the example of Goethe and other Germans (cf. 
ante p. 375). “An allegory is but a translation of abstract notions into a picture- 
language, which is itself nothing but an abstraction from objects of the senses; the 
principal being more worthless than its phantom proxy, both alike unsubstantial, and 
the former shapeless to boot. On the other hand a symbol ... is characterized by 
a translucence of the special [the species] in the individual, or of the general [the 
genus] in the special, or of the universal in the general; above all by the transluc¬ 
ence of the eternal through and in the temporal” (The Statesman's Manual, in 
Works, ed. W. G. T. Shead, New York. 1884, I, 437). Coleridge and the Germans 
lay a negative stress on “allegory” which in its broadest application the word will 
perhaps not bear. If we set aside this semantic difficulty, however, we may recog¬ 
nize in the distinction itself a valid effort to discriminate between various abstractly 
asserted kinds of imagery and that kind (convcniendy called “symbol”) which a re¬ 
cent critic of The Ancient Mariner has aptly described as “massive,” “focal,” and 
“not arbitrary” (R. P. Warren, The Ancient Mariner, New York, 1946, p. 76). But 
Coleridge apparently had no very intent gaze upon the “symbol.” In other places he 
speaks of the symbol as being a part of the whole which it represents, and he seems 
to be thinking of synecdoche. (See Miscellaneous Criticism, p. 99, and Aids to Re¬ 
flection, London, 19* 3 » P« *73 n.) He is sometimes willing to shade his opinion of 
allegory or to stretch a point to save a poet from the odium of allegorical imputa¬ 
tion. Don Quixote is “substantial living allegory” (Miscellaneous Criticism, p. 102), 
and Dante is only quasi-allegorical (Miscellaneous Criticism, p. 150). 

4 “Letter to Mathetes,” Prose Works, cd. Grosart, I, 3*8- Cf. Prelude, IV, 113-14. 

5 Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth: The Later Years, ed. Ernest De 
Selincourt (Oxford, 1939 )* ^ l 5&~9' 
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expressions of the divinity which is the “one life within us and abroad.” 
And this was in fact the way Goethe and Schiller defined modem or 
“sentimental” poetry. A brilliant host of symbolic nature poems by Blake, 
by Coleridge, by Keats, by Shelley, and above all by Wordsworth, il¬ 
lustrate the theory and justify it. No poetry before had shaded overt 
statement of spiritual or psychological meaning (the “still, sad music 
of humanity,” the presence “whose dwelling is the light of setting suns”) 
so curiously, so dramatically, and with such sleights and duplicities of 
meaning, into the metaphoric intimations of the literally described land¬ 
scape (“the soft inland murmur,” the “one green hue,” the “wreaths 
of smoke ... as ... of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods.”) 
“A puddle,” says Hazlitt, speaking of Wordsworth’s Excursion , “is filled 
with preternatural faces.” 

The theory of imagination elaborated by Coleridge, and less pre¬ 
cisely but in substantially the same way, by Wordsworth, was an excel¬ 
lent description of their own best poetry in its formal, structural, and 
metaphoric aspect. One might redescribe this structure approximately in 
these terms: It is a structure which makes only a restrained use of the 
central overt statement of similitude which had been so important in 
all poetry up to that time. 0 Both tenor and vehicle are wrought in a 
parallel process out of the same material. The landscape is both the 
occasion of subjective reflection or transcendental insight and the source 
of figures by which the reflection or insight is defined. In such a struc¬ 
ture, finally, the element of tension in disparity may not be prominent. 
The interest derives not from our being aware of disparity in stated like¬ 
ness, but in the opposite activity of our discerning the design and the 
unity latent in a multiform sensuous picture. This is no doubt a form 
of “reconciliation.” At the same time there are certain clearly anti-“met- 
aphysical” tendencies here—the absence of overt definition, the reduc¬ 
tion of disparity, the play of phenomena on the one hand and of “spirit” 
on the other, rather than of entities conceived substantially. 


V 

This is the place to recall that inferior faculty which at the outset was 
set apart from “imagination”—the “fancy,” with its fixities and de- 
finites, its capricious, light, playful, and coldly asserted way of connecting 
these. Wordsworth’s examples of “fancy” are Shakespeare’s description 
of Queen Mab, a rather silly couplet by Chesterfield, 

0 Wordsworth’s examples of “imagination” in his 18x5 Preface are drawn chiefly 
from his own poems and from Milton. The longest example of his own poetry, from 
Resolution and Independence , is actually framed as an overt similitude—vet, as he 
himself observes, it is a very subdy complicated “modification” of a natural phenom¬ 
enon into a human meaning. 
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The dews of the evening most carefully shun, 

They are the tears of the sky for the loss of the sun, 

and a far from silly, if lighthearted, minor “metaphysical” poem by 
Charles Cotton, an Ode Upon Winter . 

a magazine 

Of sovereign juice is cellared in; 

Liquor that will the siege maintain 

Should Phoebus ne’er return again, 

Wordsworth speaks of this poem with considerable affection and even 
admiration (for the “extreme activity of intellect” displayed and the “cor¬ 
respondent hurry of delightful feeling”). “Though myself a water 
drinker, I cannot resist the pleasure of transcribing what follows.” But 
the patronage is apparent, and the second-rate status of “fancy” is never 
for a moment questioned. Coleridge’s example of fancy, which does 
not appear in the Biographia, but in the lecture on Shakespeare , a Poet 
Generally, is a quatrain from Venus and Adonis . 

Full gently now she takes him by the hand, 

A lily prisoned in a jail of snow, 

Or ivory in an alabaster band: 

So white a friend ingirts so white a foe . 7 

Coleridge’s more severe animadversions upon this kind of thing were 
likely to occur in the immediate context of the word “wit” rather than 
in that of “fancy.” But a close relation is plain enough. In Chapter I of 
the Biographia he observes that “Our faulty elder poets [from Donne to 
Cowley] sacrificed the passion and passionate flow of poetry, to the 
subtleties of intellect, and to the starts of wit ... the heart to the head.” 
They indulged in “the most fantastic out-of-the-way thoughts,” though 
“in the most pure and genuine mother English .” 8 In Chapter XVIII a 
rather bad passage from Cowley’s Pindaric Odes is rebuked in the fol¬ 
lowing terms: 

... such language and such combinations are the native prod¬ 
uce neither of the fancy nor of the imagination; . . . their opera- 

7 Coleridge here defines “fancy” (“the faculty of bringing together images dis¬ 
similar in the main by some one point or more of likeness”) in a way that goes 
far to invite die quantitative interpretation which I. A. Richards makes of the differ¬ 
ence between “imagination” and “fancy.” The difference seems to lie in the number 
of “links of relevance between the units.” A great number adds up to mutual modi¬ 
fication ( Coleridge on Imagination , pp. 78-9). Richards admits (p. 19) that he writes 
“as a Materialist trying to interpret ... the utterances of an extreme Idealist.” Cf. 
Wellek, in Romantic Poets , ed. T. M. Raysor (New York, 1950)* P- “O; Both Cole¬ 
ridge and Wordsworth clearly insist in their main arguments that the difference be¬ 
tween “imagination” and “fancy” is one “of kind ” 

8 It 15- 
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tion consists in the excitement of surprise by the juxta-position 
and apparent reconciliation of widely different or incompatible 
things. As when, for instance, the hills are made to reflect the 
image of a voice . . . . this compulsory juxta-position is not 
produced by . . . any sympathy with the modifying powers 
with which the inner genius of the poet had united and inspirited 
all the objects of his thought . . . it is therefore a species of wit, 
a pure work of the willy and implies a leisure and self-possession 
both of thought and of feeling, incompatible with the steady 
fervor of a mind possessed and filled with the grandeur of its 
object . 9 

The truth is that romantic nature poems are all poems of a cer¬ 
tain symbolic furniture and of a certain philosophy—the philosophy of 
immanence or pantheism which appears in Coleridge’s Aeolian Harp 
and in Wordsworth’s Tintern Abbey, and the related idealism of Cole¬ 
ridge’s Dejection . For Coleridge, as for the Germans, there was a power¬ 
ful temptation to equate philosophy and poetry. It is notorious that he 
proposed to write an essay on poetry which would “supersede all the 
books of metaphysics, and all the books of morals too.” It would be in 
reality a “disguised system of morals and politics.” 1 In his chapter of 
the Biograpbia on Shakespeare, he says, “No man was ever yet a great 
poet, without being at the same time a profound philosopher.” 2 This was 
Coleridge’s dabbling in that grandiose absorption of metaphysics into 
Dichtung and Kunst, or into a philosophy of these, such as we have 
noted among the Germans. The modern intuitional critic will object to 
this as an over-conceptualization of poetry . 3 The modem “Aristotelian” 
will say, in his own language, that such a theory of poetry is not a 
theory of the poetic object as something specifically different from any¬ 
thing else, that the theory deals only with the poetic process and further¬ 
more assimilates this to metaphysics and to other non-poetic mental pro¬ 
cesses . 4 To which it may be added that Coleridge himself, in Chapter 
XIV of the Biograpbia, offers his own definition of the poem as a “com¬ 
position” having “for its immediate object pleasure not truth,” 5 but that 

9 II, 68. 

1 Letters (1895), I, 338, 347 (to Sir Humphry Davy, October 9, 1800, and Feb¬ 
ruary 3, 1801). 

2 Chapter XV (II, 19). Cf. Letter to Sothcby, September 10, 1802 {Letters, 1895, 
I, 4-3): Bowles “has no native passion because he is not a thinker.” 

3 Cf. A. E. Powell, The Romantic Theory of Poetry, An Examination in the 
Light of Croce's Aesthetic (London, 1926), pp. 111, 117-21. A. C. Bradley, Oxford 
Lectures on Poetry (London, 1950), p. 172, makes the same case concerning Shelley. 
4 R. S. Crane, et al ., Critics and Criticism (Chicago, 195O, passim. 

5 Alba Warren, p. 133, cites the Victorian critic E. S. Dallas’s appropriate ob¬ 
servation that Coleridge’s “pleasure” and “truth” are “objects” of two different or¬ 
ders, subjective and objective. It is scarcely possible to choose either one as an al¬ 
ternative to the other. 
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by this definition he would have had trouble discriminating between a 
poem by Wordsworth and one by Bowles. It was only when the general 
norms of content—passion and thought—were invoked that he could 
tell a good poem from a bad one. 

A difficulty that has always been rather prominent for romantic 
scholarship lies in the fact that romantic poems do so pronouncedly 
contain and assert the philosophy of nature and of art which is supposedly 
also their formal principle. What the writers in the classical Ars Poetica 
tradition might try to do here and there, as in Pope’s little series of 
handsprings on the theme of sound and sense, the romantic writers may 
approximate in a whole poem, and more subtly—and this, presumably, 
one would say they were led to do and were able to do because of the 
intimate union which they conceived to obtain between art and nature. 
The theory was endlessly reflexive and self-conscious. The assertion of 
the romantic poetics seems always to lurk not far from the embodiment 
in the poems and to be needed for the deciphering of the latter. Romantic 
poems tend to be about romantic imagination. Shelley’s West Wind and 
Wordsworth’s Prelude are triumphant instances of how the assertion may 
be dramatized and assimilated into structure. Coleridge’s Ancient Mar¬ 
iner, which may be read as a poem about imagination, gets along with 
so little assertion that its theme has perhaps not even been suspected 
until very recently. The assertion (the content) of a poem is, however, 
never the same as the embodiment (the poem itself, the achievement), and 
the first never assures us of the second. 


VI 

A confusion between poetic theory as operative in poems and poetic 
theory as their stated content is most often a feat of the historian and 
critic, rather than of the original theorist or the poet. Yet in his very 
bias toward illustrating a certain theory the poet-theorist may have done 
more mischief. The very division between fancy and imagination pro¬ 
moted by Wordsworth and Coleridge, though it was intended as a divi¬ 
sion between bad and good form in poetry, was responsible for a certain 
exclusiveness in their view of the thoughts and emotions (the range of 
psychological materials) which were available for poetry. Nothing too 
definite, nothing too precisely thoughtful (as tending toward mere sci¬ 
entific understanding), nothing too cool, too playful, too witty. Nothing 
too “metaphysical.” Despite the sharp break with the 18th century which 
Wordsworth and Coleridge believed themselves to be making and which 
tradition has credited them with making, their theory of poetic imagina¬ 
tion was on its genetic side a continuation of 18th-century “genius,” and, 
with regard to the content of poetry, it prescribed certain items inherited 
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from the 18th-century reaction against metaphysical and neo-classic 
“wit.” These items were the “sublime” and its components the emotive 
and the vague. 

The repeated story of Coleridge at the waterfall 6 and his superior 
amusement at touristic confusions of the sublime, the beautiful, the 
pretty, and the picturesque, suggests a great concern to discriminate the 
“sublime” (in stricter 18th-century and Kantian fashion) from other de¬ 
partments of landscape and hence presumably from other departments 
of poetry. Yet, when discussing “imagination,” both Wordsworth and 
Coleridge actually place either the “sublime,” or its components the 
emotive and the vaguely grand, very near the center of the complex of 
qualities by which the imagination and hence poetry are defined. 

The grand storehouses of enthusiastic and meditative Imagina¬ 
tion 7 ... are the prophetic and lyrical parts of the Holy Scrip¬ 
tures, and the works of Milton; .... I select these writers in 
preference to those of ancient Greece and Rome, because the 
anthropomorphitism of the Pagan religion subjected the minds 
of the greatest poets in those countries too much to the bondage 
of definite form; from which the Hebrews were preserved by 
their abhorrence of idolatry. This abhorrence was almost as 
strong in our great epic Poet. . . . However imbued the sur¬ 
face might be with classical literature, he was a Hebrew in soul; 
and all things tended in him toward the sublime. 8 

The Longinianism of the following passage, though not explicit, will 
hardly be questioned. 

The Imagination also shapes and Creates; and how? By in¬ 
numerable processes; and in none does it more delight than in 
that of consolidating numbers into unity, and dissolving and 
separating unity into numbers,—alternations proceeding from, 
and governed by, a sublime consciousness of the soul in her 
own mighty and almost divine powers. 9 

°The story appears four rimes in the works of Coleridge himself: Coleridge's 
Shakespeare Criticism, ed. T. M. Raysor (Cambridge, 1930), I, 182; D, 62-^3, 35 2 ; 
and Biographia , ed. Shawcross, II, 225 ( Genial Criticism) ; and once in the Journals 
of Dorothy Wordsworth , ed. W. Knight (London, 1910), I, 195. In Genial Criticism 
Coleridge says the cataract is “in the strictest sense of the word, a sublime object.!* 
In Dorothy Wordsworth’s Journal and in other versions he seems to consider the term 
“majestic” equally accurate. Cf. C. D. Thorpe, “Coleridge on the Sublime,” in 
Wordsworth and Coleridge, Studies in Honor of George M. Harper, ed. Earl L. 
Griggs (Princeton, 1939), pp t 192-219. 

7 We omit the phrase “. . . of poetical, as contra-distinguished from human and 
dramatic Imagination,” for we are not concerned to tax Wordsworth with this ana- 
thesis. “Of human and dramatic Imagination,” he says, “the works of Shakespeare 
are an inexhaustible source.” 

8 Preface to 1815, in Wordsworth's Literary Criticism , ed. N. C. Smith, p. 162. 
9 N. C. Smith, pp. 160-1. Cf. Peri Hupsous, Chapter XXIV: “The conversion"of 

plurals into singulars sometimes conduces in a marked degree to elevation.” Words- 
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In nothing did Wordsworth and Coleridge agree more wholeheartedly 
than in their association of the “imagination” with the vast, the infinite, 
the “shadowy ideal character.” “Imagination recoils from everything but 
the plastic, the pliant, and the indefinite.” * 1 “Imagination [is given] to 
incite and support the eternal.” “The Secondary Imagination . . . dis¬ 
solves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate.” One receives the im¬ 
pression that the spiritual, the divine meaning at which they would get 
is something nearly identical with the generality, the abstraction. There 
is something much more Johfisonian here than one might have expected. 
This is one meaning of the statement sometimes encountered that Cole¬ 
ridge strove to unite with the “organic vitalism” of his day the “tradi¬ 
tional rationalistic values of classicism.” 2 Wordsworth’s later conversa¬ 
tions on the theme of imagination seem to have dwelt pretty heavily on 
“universal ideas or abstractions” embodied in “individual forms” or given 
a “local habitation.” Crabb Robinson, one reporter of such conversa¬ 
tions, adds: 

Wordsworth represented, much as unknown to him the German 
philosophers have done, that by the imagination the mere fact 
is exhibited in connection with infinity. 3 

That is, by universal ideals and abstractions, Wordsworth seemed to 
mean infinity. And for both Coleridge and Wordsworth infinity was 
not far from obscurity. Coleridge wished to habituate “the intellect to 
clear, distinct, and adequate conceptions concerning all things that are 
the possible objects of clear conception.” But only in order to put these 
aside and hence be able 

to reserve the deep feelings which belong, as by a natural right 
to those obscure ideas that are necessary to the moral perfection 

worth knew both Longinus and his English counterpart John Dennis ( Correspond - 
ence of Crabb Robinson with the Wordsworth Circle , ed. E. Morley, I, 78; undated 
letter to Southey in N. C. Smith, p. 224). DcQuincey reports that both Words¬ 
worth and Coleridge “had an absurd ‘craze* about*’ Dennis ( Critical Works of Dennis , 
ed. E. N. Hooker, II, lxxiii). For the literalness with which Wordsworth pursued 
this notion of numbers consolidated into unity, sec not only the examples from Mil- 
ton following the passage of the 1815 Preface just quoted but his Letter to Lady 
Beaumont , 1817, defending his sonnet “With ships the sea was sprinkled far and nigh** 
(“The mind can have no rest among a multitude of objects’* . . .), and his “forty" 
feeding like one*’ (“Written in March,’’ 1802); cf. DeQuinccy’s comment, concern¬ 
ing “sublime unity,” in his essay “On Wordsworth’s Poetry,’’ Tait's Magazine , Sep¬ 
tember, 1845 (Aldcn, pp. 336-7)- 

1 “You will know that you are dealing with imagination when the edges of 
things begin to waver and fade out” (F. A. Pottle, “The Eye and the Object in 
the Poetry of Wordsworth,” in Wordsworth } Centenary Studies , ed. Gilbert T. 
Dunklin, Princeton, i 95 L P- 38). 

2 W. J. Bate, in Perspectives of Criticism , ed. Harry Levin (Cambridge, Mass., 
* 95 <>)i P- * 54 - 

3 Extracts from Crabb Robinson’s Diary } 1815 and 1816, quoted by Shawcross, 
Biographia Literaria , I, 227-8. 
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of the human being, notwithstanding, yea, even in consequence, 
of their obscurity—to reserve these feelings, I repeat, for ob¬ 
jects, which their very sublimity renders indefinite, no less than 
their indefiniteness renders them sublime: namely, to the ideas 
of being, form, life, the reason, the law of conscience, freedom, 
immortality, God! 4 

The 18th-century notion of sublimity as a subjective experience of 
genius had gotten along well enough with the emerging principle of 
association by emotive congruity. The latter principle was so well in¬ 
stalled in critical thinking by the time of Wordsworth and Coleridge 
that they could hardly have avoided taking advantage of it. It is true 
that they did this with delicacy. Wordsworth in his 1800 Preface, after 
twice invoking the “spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings,” adds 
the tempering phrase “emotion recollected in tranquility,” 5 and he touches 
the same note in his verse. 

And then my heart with pleasure fills 
And dances with the daffodils. 

The music in my heart I bore 
Long after it was heard no more. 

In one of his later letters he professes: “I have never given way to my 
own feelings in personifying natural objects without bringing all that I 
have said to a rigorous after-test of good sense.” 6 Like the Germans, 
both Wordsworth and Coleridge must be largely exculpated as transmit¬ 
ters of 18th-century sentimentalism. Nevertheless the critical theory of 
each contains some striking statements of the emotive principle. Thus in 
the 1800 preface: 

Another circumstance must be mentioned which distinguishes 
these Poems from the popular Poetry of the day; it is this, that 
the feeling therein developed gives importance to the action and 
situation, and not the action and situation to the feeling. 7 

“The appropriate business of poetry, . . .” he says later, “and her duty } 
is to treat of things not as they are, but as they appear; not as they 
exist in themselves, but as they seem to exist to the senses, and to the 
passions”* “You feel strongly,” he writes to a minor poet; “trust to 

4 The Friend , I. Essays: Introductory, Essay XIV (London: Bohn’s Standard Li¬ 
brary, 1906, p. 66 ). 

5 N. C. Smith, pp. 15, 34- 

6 Letter to W. R. Hamilton, December 23, 1829, Letters . . . haters Years, I, 
43 <*- 7 . 

7 N. Q Smith, p. 16. 

8 Essay Supplenientary to the Preface, 1815 (N. C. Smith, p. 169). 
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those feelings, and your poem will take its shape and proportions as a 
tree does from the vital principle that actuates it.” 9 

And Coleridge: 

Association depends in a much greater degree on the recurrence 
of resembling states of feeling than trains of ideas. ... A met¬ 
aphysical solution [like Hartley’s] that does not instantly tell 
you something in the heart is grievously to be suspected. . . . 

I almost think that ideas never recall ideas, any more than leaves 
in a forest create each other’s motion. The breeze it is runs 
thro’ them—it is the soul or state of feeling. If I had said no 
one idea ever recalls another, I am confident that I could support 
the assertion. 1 

What first struck Coleridge about Wordsworth’s poetry was 

the union of deep feeling with profound thought . . . and 
above all the original gift of spreading the tone, the atmosphere 
and with it the depth and height of the ideal world. . . . 2 

And apropos of Shakespeare: 

Images become proofs of original genius only so far as they 
are modified by a predominant passion. 3 

He speaks of “modifying a series of thoughts by some one predominant 
thought or feeling.” In the preceding chapter, his phrase is “a tone and 
spirit of unity.” 4 In his dramatic criticism, Coleridge likes to speak about 
the ruling passion of a character (Capulet or Lear), and, like A. W. 
Schlegel, he replaces the old unities of time, space, and action by a “unity 
of interest.” 5 

If the Wordsworthian formula “emotion recollected in tranquillity” 
be taken in an approximately hylo-morphic way, one may suppose that 
“emotion” refers to a kind of poetic content, and tranquil “recollection” 
to the control or shaping of this content—the formal poetic principle. 
In the Coleridgean formulas which we have just quoted, however, the 
emphasis is reversed. Emotion appears, or attempts to appear, as the 
organizing principle. The difference is crucial. As organization is a form 
of intelligibility, it is a basic question of poetic theory whether in fact 

9 Letters . . . Later Years, I, 537. 

1 Letter to Southey, August 7, 1803 ( Letters, 1895, 1 , 428). 

2 Biographia Literaria, Chapter IV (I, 59). 

8 Biographic, Chapter XV (II, 16). 

4 Biograpkia, II, 12. 

6 Shakespearean Criticism, ed. T. M. Raysor, I, 50, 2x2-13, 216; II, 73-4, 131. Cf. 
post Chapter 20, E. A. Poe. Both in the Biographia and throughout his Shakespearian 
criticism Coleridge connects poetical figures and meter closely with strong passion. 
See Shakespearean Criticism, I, 96* 206, 209, 218; II, 78, 103. 
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emotion as such can become the formal or organizing principle of a 
poem without the disappearance of the principle. 


SUPPLEMENT 


Nor should this, perchance, 
Pass unrecorded, that I still had loved 
The exercise and produce of a toil, 

Than analytic industry to me 

More pleasing, and whose character I deem 

Is more poetic as resembling more 

Creative agency. The song would speak 

Of that interminable building reared 

By observation of affinities 

In objects where no brotherhood exists 

To passive minds. My seventeenth year was come 

And, whether from this habit rooted now 

So deeply in my mind, or from excess 

In the great social principle of life 

Coercing all things into sympathy, 

To unorganic natures were transferred 
My own enjoyments; or the power of truth 
Coming in revelation, did converse 
With things that really are; I, at this time, 

Saw blessings spread around me like a sea. 

Thus while the days flew by, and years passed on, 
From Nature and her overflowing soul, 

I had received so much, that all my thoughts 
Were steeped in feeling; I was only then 
Contented, when with bliss ineffable 
I felt the sentiment of Being spread 
O’er all that moves and all that seemeth still; 

O’er all that, lost beyond the reach of thought 
And human knowledge, to the human eye 
Invisible, yet liveth to the heart; 

O’er all that leaps and runs, and shouts and sings, 
Or beats the gladsome air; o’er all that glides 
Beneath the wave, yea, in the wave itself, 

And mighty depth of waters. Wonder not 
If high the transport, great the joy I felt, 
Communing in this sort through earth and heaven 
With every form of creature, as it looked 
Towards the Uncreated with a countenance 
Of adoration, with an eye of love. 

One song they sang, and it was audible, 
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Most audible, then, when the fleshly ear, 

O’ercomc by humblest prelude of that strain, 

Forgot her functions, and slept undisturbed. 

—William Wordsworth, The Prelude (1850), 

n, 376-418. 

Next, in the serpent we approach the source of a group of myths, world-wide* 
founded on great and common human instincts, respecting which I must note 
one or two points which bear intimately on all our subject. For it seems to me 
that the scholars who are at present occupied in interpretation of human myths 
have most of them forgotten that there are any such things as natural myths; 
and that the dark sayings of men may be both difficult to read, and not always 
worth reading; but the dark sayings of nature will probably become clearer for 
the looking into, and will very certainly be worth reading. And, indeed, all 
guidance to the right sense of the human and variable myths will probably de¬ 
pend on our first getting at the sense of the natural and invariable ones. The 
dead hieroglyph may have meant this or that—the living hieroglyph means al¬ 
ways the same; but remember, it is just as much a hieroglyph as the other; nay, 
more—a “sacred or reserved sculpture,” a thing with an inner language. The 
serpent crest of the king’s crown, or of the god’s, on the pillars of Egypt, is a 
mystery; but the serpent itself, gliding past the pillar’s foot, is it less a mystery? 
Is there, indeed, no tongue, except the mute forked flash from its lips in that 
running brook of horror on the ground. 

—John Ruskin, The Queen of the Air , Lecture II 


The fancy sees the outside, and is able to give a portrait of the outside, clear, 
brilliant, and full of detail. 

The imagination sees the heart and inner nature, and makes them felt, but 
is often obscure, mysterious, and interrupted, in its giving of outer detail. . . . 
hear Hamlet: 

Here hung those lips that I have kissed, I know not how oft. 
Where be your gibes now, your gambols, your songs, your flashes of 
merriment that were wont to set the table on a roar. 


There is the essence of lip, and the full power of the imagination. ... In 
Milton it happens, I think, generally . . . that the imagination is mixed and 
broken with fancy, and so the strength of the imagery is part of iron and part 
of clay: 

Bring the rathe primrose, that forsaken dies, Imagination. 

The tufted crow-toe and pale jessamine, Nugatory . 

The white pink, and the pansy freaked with jet, Fancy . 

The glowing violet. Imagination. 

The musk rose, and the well-attired woodbine, Fancy , vulgar. 

With cowslips wan that hang the pensive head, Imagination. 

And every flower that sad embroidery wears. Mixed. 


_John Ruskin, Modem Painters 9 Volume II (1846), Section II, 

Chapter iii 
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Pope starts with an abstraction or a generalization concerning human nature 
and then looks for a correlative in the world of nature apart from man. His 
habit of observation of external nature is not detailed and precise; indeed, he 
thinks it unimportant whether the “facts” of nature which he alleges in his il¬ 
lustrations are really facts or superstitions. The natural history of Pliny and the 
old bestiaries are as much grist to his mill as the latest papers of the Royal 
Society. He appears also to me to have at times no clear, detailed, and consistent 
mental picture of his own figures. To illustrate: in the couplet near the begin¬ 
ning of the Essay on Man , 

The latent tracts, the giddy heights explore 
Of all who blindly creep or sightless soar, 

he means, I suppose, moles and birds of some sort. ... he appears to be making 
use of the ancient and medieval notion that all birds except the eagle blind 
themselves by looking at the sun. Surely, by Pope’s time it was generally known 
that the high-flying birds are not “sightless”; that on the contrary they have 
telescopic vision. ... Or consider a famous passage from the Second Dia-‘ 
logue of the Epilogue to the Satires . . . : 

Ye tinsel Insects! whom a Court maintains, 

That count your Beauties only by your Stains, 

Spin all your Cobwebs o’er the Eye of Day! 

The Muse’s wing shall brush you all away. 220-23 

“Tinsel” to me means “shining or glittering like cheap metal foil,” and my 
natural image of a “tinsel insect” would be some kind of beetle (“this Bug with 
gilded wings”). But the word can mean no more than “pretentiously showy” 
and so may not have been intended to identify the kind of insect Pope has in 
mind. “Stains,” however, can hardly mean anything else than moths or butter¬ 
flies (“Innumerable of stains and splendid dyes, As are the tiger-moth’s deep- 
damask’d wings”). But the trouble with that is that Pope’s insects spin cob¬ 
webs, which no butterfly or moth can do. I think we shall do Pope no in¬ 
justice if we conclude that his insects have the combined characteristics of 
beetles, moths, and spiders, and hence do not belong to any order known to 
naturalists. . . . 

May I remind the reader again that this essay is descriptive, not judicial? 
Wordsworth is right in maintaining that many of Pope’s images are “false” 
from the naturalistic point of view, but I should be willing to argue that they 
are appropriate for the kind of poetry Pope was writing. In the metaphor just 
discussed, a general idea of insect-ness is what Pope wants, and he can produce 
it better by eclecticism than by sharp individuation. 

—Frederick A. Pottle, “The Eye and the Object in the Poetry of Words¬ 
worth,” in Wordsworth, Centenary Studies Presented at Cornell and 
Princeton Universities, ed. Gilbert T. Dunklin (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1951), pp. 34-d. The essay is copyrighted 1950 by Yale 
University Press. 
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T he german and English romanticism which we have seen in 
our last two chapters was a late reaction, or a slowly reached 
culmination of reactionary trends, against the claims of scientific 
rationalism which had begun to show strength during the latter 17th 
century. The attitude of protest against scientific encroachment which 
we illustrated by a passage from Novalis might have been noted too in 
Wordsworth and Coleridge. The passage in Coleridge’s Aids to Reflec¬ 
tion on the subject of “understanding” associates this lower faculty quite 
clearly with geometrical, mechanical, and other abstractively scientific 
modes of thought. In other places Coleridge shared with German Nature 
philosophers the pious hope that science might some day graduate from 
its mechanistic bent and become reconcilable with an aesthetic view of 
the world. Wordsworth’s best known thought upon the subject appears 
in the passage of his 1802 Preface where he laments the contemporary 
separation of science from everyday life and its consequent repugnance 
to poetry, but allows himself the hope that at some future day a reunion 
all round may occur. 1 Wordsworth’s allusion, in the Prelude , to the ab¬ 
stractive reason as a “false secondary power by which we multiply dis¬ 
tinctions” and his lyric phrase “meddling intellect” are also well known. 2 
But less well known is the completeness with which he could apply 
these notions to science—as in his later allusion to the “dull eye, dull 
and inanimate” of science, 3 4 and his reported remark that science “waged 
war with and wished to extinguish Imagination,” and that he would 
much rather be a “superstitious old woman” than a scientist ignorant of 
theology.' 1 

It was not as if Wordsworth* and Coleridge were engaged with 
windmills. True, the scientists and inventors of the age were more intent 
on making discoveries about electricity and steam than on disparaging 
poetry. The German metaphysicians and aestheticians radiated an author¬ 
itative encouragement in the direction of the poetic endeavor. Deep in 
the mind of the age, however, and solidly settled lay the heritage of the 
enlightenment—a good hardpan of complacency about the advances of 
science and its extensive promises. The ideas of German philosophers 
which invaded England found the ideas of native utilitarian philosophers 
like Bentham and James Mill very firmly and respectably in possession. 

Exhortations by earlier empirical philosophers about what ought to 
be the effect of science on poetry had passed during the latter 17th and 

l Cf. D. G. James, Scepticism and Poetry ( London, 1937)1 P- l 6 7 - “Such a trans¬ 
figuration,” says James, “is as undesirable as it is impossible, an absurd fiction created 
for an eloquent argument.” 

2 Prelude, II, 214-17; The Tables Turned , in Lyrical Ballads. 

8 Excursion IV, 124-5. 

4 R. P. Graves, Life of William Hamilton (Dublin, 1882-89). I. 3 13. The remark 
is dated August, 1829. 
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18th centuries, especially among the French, into announcements, more 
often with a tone of congratulation than with one of regret, that the 
effect was in the process of being accomplished. 5 Sprat, for instance, in 
his History of the Royal Society , 1672, had described poetry as a tech¬ 
nique of primitive pedagogy, now outmoded. “When the Fabulous Age 
was past, philosophy took a little more Courage; and ventured to rely 
upon its own strength, without the assistance of Poetry.” 0 Fontenelle, 
in his Traite de la Poesie en General (written apparently in the last 
quarter of the 17th century though not published until 1751), was well 
content to witness the end of the age of fable and the retirement of 
nature and emotion (the essentials of poetry) before the march of civili¬ 
zation. And Diderot in his Salon de 1767: 

Poetry always contains a pinch of untruth. The philosophic 
spirit gives us the habit of noting this untruth, and goodbye 
poetic illusion, goodbye poetic effect. 7 

In England the idea that poetry is magic might seem during the 18th 
century a comfortable one, a sufficient compliment to poetry. 

True Poesy is magic , not nature; an effect from causes hidden 
or unknown. 8 


The extent to which this idea is susceptible of a patronizing interpreta¬ 
tion—and at the same time the deliquescence of another 18th-century 
idea, poesis as pictura —may be observed in the following remarkable 
passage occurring near the outset of Macaulay’s essay on Milton, 1825. 


Perhaps no person can be a poet, or can even enjoy poetry, with¬ 
out a certain unsoundness of mind, if anything which gives so 
much pleasure ought to be called unsoundness. ... By poetry 
we mean the art of employing words in such a manner as to 
produce an illusion in the imagination, the art of doing by means 
of words what the painter does by means of colours. . . . Truth, 
indeed, is essential to poetry; but it is the truth of madness. The 
reasonings are just;, but the premises are false. After the first 


5 The theme appears of course even in classical times. Cf. Atkins, II, 323, on 
Plutarch’s Why the Pythia does not now give Oracles in Verse , 406 E. “So, as lan¬ 
guage also underwent a change and put off its finery, history descended from its ve¬ 
hicle of versification, and went on foot in prose, whereby the truth was mostly 
sifted from the fabulous. Philosophy welcomed clearness and teachability in prefer¬ 
ence to creating amazement, and pursued its investigations through the medium of 
everyday language” (Plutarch’s Moralia, trans. F. C. Babbitt, vol. V, London, 1936) • 
0 History of the Royal Society of London (London, 1722), p. 6. 

7 “// y a dans la poesie toujours un peu de mens on ge. L’esprit philosuphique 
nous habitue d le discerner; et adieu Villusion et Veffet n ( Oeuvres , ed. Tourneur- 


Assezat, XI, 136)- 

8 Maurice Morgann, Essay of the Dramatic Character of Sir John Falstaff , ed. 
W. A. Gill (London, 1912). P- 7 °• 
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suppositions have been made, everything ought to be consistent; 
but those first suppositions require a degree of credulity which 
almost amounts to a partial and temporary derangement of the 
intellect. Hence of all people children are the most imaginative. 
They abandon themselves without reserve to every illusion. . . . 
Such is the despotism of the imagination over uncultivated 
minds. 

In a rude state of society men arc children with a greater va¬ 
riety of ideas. It is ... in such a state of society that one may 
expect to find the poetical temperament in its highest perfection. 

In an enlightened age there will be much intelligence, much 
science, much philosophy, abundance of just classification and 
subtle analysis, abundance of wit and eloquence, abundance of 
verses, and even of good ones; but little poetry. Men will judge 
and compare; but they will not create. They will talk about the 
old poets, and comment on them, and to a certain degree enjoy 
them. But they will scarcely be able to conceive the effect 
which poetry produced on their ruder ancestors, the agony, the 
ecstasy, the plenitude of belief. The Greek Rhapsodises, accord¬ 
ing to Plato, could scarce recite Homer without falling into con¬ 
vulsions. The Mohawk hardly feels the scalping knife while he 
shouts his death-song. The power which the ancient bards of 
Wales and Germany exercised over their auditors seems to 
modem readers almost miraculous. Such feelings are very rare 
in a civilized community, and most rare among those who par¬ 
ticipate most in its improvements. They linger longest amongst 
the peasantry. 

Poetry produces an illusion on the eye of the mind, as a 
magic lantern produces an illusion on the eye of the body. And, 
as the magic lantern acts best in a dark room, poetry affects its 
purpose most completely in a dark age. 9 

Poetry in brief is a combination of painting and insanity. In the same 
spirit and with even more authority Bentham was plastering the arts 
with the epithets anergastic (no-work-producing) and aplopathoscopic 
(mere-sensation-regarding). “The game of push-pin,’’ he said, “is of 
equal value with the arts and sciences of music and poetry.” 1 

9 Macaulay’s review of Milton’s De Doctrina Christiana, August, 1825, para¬ 
graphs 14-17 (Essays, Everyman’s Library, 1907, I, 154-5). Cf. Hazlitts opinion that 
the “Necessary advances of civilization are unfavorable to the spirit of poetry” 
(Works, ed. P. P. Howe, V, 9) and that the “greatest poets, the best painters, ap¬ 
peared soon after the birth” of the technological arts “and lived in a state of society, 
which was, in other respects, comparatively barbarous” (Works, IV, 161). Cf. “The 
Age of Brass,” TLS, August 11, 1950, p. 50. 

1 Alba Warren, English Poetic Theory 182S-186S (Princeton, 1950), pp. 66-7. 
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II 

Macaulay’s too, too solid comment is a serious counterpart to a more 
notorious, if only whimsical, essay which had appeared five years earlier. 
This was The Four Ages of Poetry, by Shelley’s friend the neo-pagan 
satirical novelist Thomas Love Peacock. Aside from the fact that it is 
the most sustained account in English of the conflict between poetry 
and science as it stood in the era of the romantic poets, Peacock’s essay 
is notable for two things: a superficially cyclic account of the history of 
culture and poetry, and springing but of that a triumphantly unfair as¬ 
sault on contemporary English poetry, especially that of the Lake School. 
The four ages of poetry in the antique world were, says Peacock, the 
iron age (when poetry was rude panegyric of rude but real heroes), 
the golden age from Homer to Sophocles (when poetry was ancestral 
retrospect—the infancy of history), the silver age of civilization (when 
poetry was either heroic imitation, the epic of Virgil, or social criticism, 
the comedy of Aristophanes, the satire of Horace), and the brass age, 
the second childhood of poetry (a degenerate attempt to regain the 
primitive). The cause of the steady deterioration of poetry in the ancient 
world had been the rise of historical and philosophic thinking. First the 
empire of fact, then the empire of thought had been withdrawn. In the 
modem world, a second four-phase cycle had occurred: the age of 
medieval romance, the age of Ariosto and Shakespeare, the age of Dryden 
and Pope, and now the latest and most ridiculous phase in the history of 
poetry, that of modem primitivism, the second age of brass, the 
“patriarchs” of which appear in that “egregious confraternity of rhyme¬ 
sters ... the lake Poets.” 

While the historian and the philosopher are advancing in, 
and accelerating, the progress of knowledge, the poet is wallow¬ 
ing- in the rubbish of departed ignorance, and raking up the ashes 
of dead savages to find gewgaws and rattles for the grown babies 
of the age. Mr, Scott digs up the poachers and cattle-stealers of 
the ancient border. Lord Byron cruises for thieves and pirates 
on the shores of the Morea and among the Greek islands. Mr. 
Southey wades through ponderous volumes of travels and old 
chronicles, from which he carefully selects all that is fake, use¬ 
less, and absurd, as being essentially poetical; and when he has 
a commonplace book full of monstrosities, strings them into an 
epic. Mr. Wordsworth picks up village legends from old women 
and sextons; and Mr. Coleridge, to the valuable information ac¬ 
quired from similar sources, superadds the dreams of crazy the¬ 
ologians and the mysticism of German metaphysics, and favors 
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the world with visions in verse, in which the quadruple elements 
of sexton, old woman, Jeremy Taylor, and Immanuel Kant are 
harmonized into a delicious poetical compound. 

A poet in our times is a semi-barbarian in a civilized com¬ 
munity. He lives in the days that are past. His ideas, thoughts, 
feelings, associations, are all with barbarous manners, obsolete 
customs, arid exploded superstitions. The march of his intellect 
is like that of a crab, backward. 

... as if there were no such things in existence as mathe¬ 
maticians, astronomers, chemists, moralists, metaphysicians, his¬ 
torians, politicians, and political economists, who have built into 
the upper air of intelligence a pyramid, from the summit of 
which they see the modem Parnassus far beneath them, and, 
knowing how small a place it occupies in the comprehensiveness 
of their prospect, smile at the little ambition and the circum¬ 
scribed perceptions with which the drivelers and mountebanks 
upon it are contending for the poetical palm and the critical 
chair. 2 

Peacock’s waggishly provocative and bumptious rhetoric gives a vivid 
enough image of a closing phase in the long process by which the four 
ages, golden, silver, iron, brazen, of classical myth, 3 were settling into 
the three (theological, metaphysical, scientific) of 19th-century Comtean 
positivism. Except for the transvaluation, the accent of rejoicing rather 
than lament as science is supposed to deprive poetry of its dominion, 
this evolutionary account of poetic and cultural origins is the same as 
that which appears in Vico, in the Germans from Herder on, in Rousseau, 
and in 18th-century British primitivists like Monboddo and John Brown. 
And substantially the same account appears in the excited retort which 
Peacock elicited from Shelley. 4 

Shelley’s Defense of Poetry 5 is not remarkable for metaphysical pre- 

2 Text in P. B. Shelley, A Defense of Poetry , ed. A. S. Cook (Boston, 1891), 
pp. 47-61; available also in Peacock's Four Ages of Poetry , Shelley’s Defense of 
Poetry , Browning’s Essay on Shelley , ed. H. F. B. Brett-Smith (Oxford, 1945)* 

s Cf. Ovid, Metamorphoses } I, 89-127. Aurea prima sata est aetas . . . . subiit 
argentea proles , auro deterior . . . . Tertia post illas siiccesit aenea proles . . . . de 
duro est ultima ftrro. 

4 Professor Wellek points out that Shelley’s immediate source appears to be 
French. Shelley speaks of the “Celtic” conquerors of the Roman Empire and the pre¬ 
dominance of the “Celtic” nations after the fall of Rome. Such a confusion between 
Celtic and Teutonic occurs in Paul-Henri Mallet, the Swiss propagandist of things 
Nordic, and among the Celtomanes of the late 18th century, but in English it had 
been refuted by Bishop Percy, the translator of Mallet (Ren6 Wellek, “DeQuincey’s 
Status in the History of Ideas,” PQ , XXIII, July, 1944, 267). 

5 It was finished and sent to Charles Oluer (the publisher of Peacock’s Four 
Ages) by March 20, 1821. With the failure of Ollier’s Miscellany and then of Hunt’s 
Liberal , to which the manuscript had been transferred, it was not published until 
1840, in Mrs. Shelley’s volume of Essays , Letters from Abroad , Translations , and 
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cision. The opening paragraph expounds a distinction between “Reason” 
(Coleridgean “Understanding”) and “Imagination” (Coleridgean “Sec¬ 
ondary Imagination” plus Coleridgean “Reason”) along lines so simple 
as to be almost reminiscent of 17th-century arguments about “judgment 
and “wit.” 0 The essay contains two or three fairly close echoes of Plato’s 
Ion and Symposium , both of which Shelley had been recently translating. 
The most significant of these passages (though Shelley’s echo brings 
over nothing of the jocular spirit by which the words of Socrates in the 
Ion are protected) is perhaps the following: 

The sacred links of that chain have never been entirely dis¬ 
joined, which descending through the minds of many men is 
attached to those great minds, whence as from a magnet the 
invisible effluence is sent forth, which at once connects, ani¬ 
mates, and sustains the life of all. * * * 7 8 

The general course of Shelley’s philosophic career had been from French 
naturalism and necessitarianism (Queen Mab* 1813), through a phase of 
Platonic or ontologic idealism 9 (perhaps more Wordsworthian than ac¬ 
tually philosophic —Mont Blanc and the Hymn to Intellectual Beauty } 
1816) to the psychologic or epistemologic idealism (more characteristic 
of his era) in the Poems of 1822. 


Thought 

Alone, and its quick elements, Will, Passion, 
Reason, Imagination, cannot die; 

They are, what that which they regard appears, 
The stuff whence mutability can weave 
All that it hath dominion o’er, worlds, worms, 
Empires, and superstitions. 1 


Fragments . In being edited for the Liberal , the essay was pruned of its direct refer¬ 

ences to Peacock. 

0 Cf. Defense , cd. Cook, p. 35. Reason is the “calculating faculty.” 

7 “This is the language of Plato” (Shelley, at bottom of folio MS. di. See A. H. 
Koszul, Shelley's Prose in the Bodleian Manuscripts } London, 1910, p. 88, n. 3). 
Shelley’s translation of the corresponding passage in the Ion runs as follows: “. . . it 
is a divine influence which moves you, like that which resides in the stone called 
magnet by Euripides, and Heraclea by the people. ... Do you not perceive that 
your auditor is the last link of that chain wnich I have described as held together 
through the power of the magnet. . . .” ( Essays , Letters . . . 1840, I, 281). In his 
Preface to the Symposium Shelley says that he translated this dialogue from the 9th 
to the 17th of July, 1818. The only evidence for the date of his translating the Ion is 
a letter to Peacock, February 15, 1821, in which he alludes to reading it. 

8 Of course not simply a naturalistic poem. See Queen Mab , VI, 32 ff., where 
“soul” is the only element. 

9 On the sources of Shelley’s Platonism, see James A. Notopoulos, “Shelley and 
Thomas Tavlor,” PMLA, LI (July, 1936), 502-17; The Platonism of Shelley (Dur¬ 
ham, 1949),"pp. *9-77. Ch. Ill, “The Direct Platonism of Shelley.” 

1 Hellas 11 . 795-801. Cf. especially Epipsychidion and Adonais . In her Preface 
to the 1840 volumes of Shelley’s prose Mrs. Shelley became authority for the notion 
that “Shelley was a disciple of the Immaterial Philosophy of Berkeley. And it 1$ 
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It would be difficult to show that any one of these philosophies operates 
decisively in the poetics of the Defense , or that any is altogether absent. 
Even French naturalism may be said to be represented in the conception 
of poetic origins to which we have alluded just above. Strains of 18th- 
century primitivism mingle throughout with a Germanically colored 
romantic excitement about the immediately spiritual and morally plastic 
power of the poet. 


The savage (for the savage is to ages what the child is to years) 
expresses the emotions produced in him by surrounding objects 
in a similar manner; and language and gesture, together with 
plastic or pictorial imitation, become the image of the combined 
effect of those objects and his apprehension of them. Man in 
society, with all his passions and his pleasures, next becomes the 
object of the passions and pleasures of man; an additional class 
of emotions produces an augmented treasure of expression; and 
language, gesture, and the imitative arts, become at once the rep¬ 
resentation and the medium, the pencil and the picture, the 
chisel and the statue, the chord and the harmony.—p. 3 


Their language is vitally metaphorical; that is, it marks the be¬ 
fore unapprehended relations of things and perpetuates their ap¬ 
prehension.—p. 4 

But poets, or those who imagine and express this indestructible 
order, are not only the authors of language and of music, of the 
dance, and architecture, and statuary, and painting; they are the 
institutors of laws, and the founders of civil society, and the 
inventors of the arts of life, and the teachers who draw into a 
certain propinquity with the beautiful and the true that partial 
apprehension of the agencies of the invisible world which is 
called religion.—p. 5 


true that Shelley seems to have picked up a good deal of whatever philosophy he 
had from Sir William Drummond’s Berkcleyan handbook of modem philosophy. 
Academical Questions (London, 1805). Yet in one of the few scraps of direct evi¬ 
dence which Shelley left, his fragmentary essay or jottings On Life, he follows a 
Berkcleyan phrase “Nothing exists but as it is perceived” in the same paragraph with 
the Fichtean monistic pronouncement “The words /, YOU , THEY , . . . are merely 
marks employed to denote the different modifications of the one mind” (Shelley** 
Literary and Philosophical Criticism , ed. John Shawcross, London, 1909, p. 56). See 
Joseph Barrell, Shelley and the Thought of his Time (New Haven, 1947)* p. *22, 
n. 50; cf. pp. 28, 160, 197. And see G. S. Brett, “Shelley’s Relation to Berkeley and 
Drummond,” Studies in English by Members of University College (Toronto, Can- 
ada, 1931); Hans Liedtke, Shelley durch Berkeley und Drummond beeinflusst 
(Greifswald, 1933). Shelley apparently never read Kant. Barrell believes that Drum¬ 
mond taught both Shelley and Peacock (in Nightmare Abbey) to scorn the Critical 
Philosophy. Cf. Rene Wellek, Immanuel Kant in England 1793-/838 (Princeton, 
1931), pp. 181-2. 
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Poetry in a more restricted sense expresses those arrangements 
of language, and especially metrical language, which are created 
by that imperial faculty whose throne is curtained within the 
invisible nature of man. And this springs from the nature itself 
of language, which is a more direct representation of the actions 
and passions of our internal being, and is susceptible of more 
various and delicate combinations, than color, form, or motion, 
and is more plastic and obedient to the control of that faculty 
of which it is the creation.—pp. 6-7 

What is unique about the essay, and wherein it triumphs, is the 
overall rhythm of its enthusiasm and the glowing cascade of images 
which celebrate the magnificent theme. 

Man is an instrument over which a series of external and in¬ 
ternal impressions are driven, like the alternations of an ever- 
changing wind over an Aeolian lyre, which move it by their 
motion to ever-changing melody.—p. 2 

. . . the mind in creation is as a fading coal, which some in¬ 
visible influence, like an inconstant wind, awakens to transitory 
brightness; this power arises from within, like the color of a 
flower which fades and changes as it is developed, and the con¬ 
scious portions of our natures are unprophetic either of its ap¬ 
proach or its departure. Could this influence be durable in its 
original purity and force, it is impossible to predict the great¬ 
ness of the results; but when composition begins, inspiration is 
already on the decline, and the most glorious poetry that has 
ever been communicated to the world is probably a feeble 
shadow of the original conceptions of the poet.—p. 39 

Poetry is the record of the best and happiest moments of the 
happiest and best minds. We are aware of evanescent visitations 
of thought and feeling. ... It is as it were the interpenetra¬ 
tion of a diviner nature through our own.—p. 40 

Poetry redeems from decay the visitations of the divinity in 
man.—p. 41 

It strips the veil of familiarity from the world, and lays bare the 
naked and sleeping beauty which is the spirit of its forms. 

—p. 42 

The most unfailing herald, companion, and follower of the awak¬ 
ening of a great people to work a beneficial change in opinion 
or institution, is poetry.—pp. 45-6 
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Poets are the hierophants of an unapprehended inspiration; the 
mirrors of the gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon the 
present; the words which express what they understand not; 
the trumpets which sing to battle and feel not what they inspire; 
the influence which is moved not, but moves. Poets are the un¬ 
acknowledged legislators of the world.—p. 46 2 

Shelley’s Defense is written in the vein of his Ode to the West Wind , a 
poem which is a plenary instance of the romantic Ars Poetica, where 
overt enunciation of the cosmic and daemonic poetics is not only sup¬ 
ported by imagery but is merged in tumultuous swirls of it and carried 
in headlong versification. 

Make me thy lyre, even as the forest is: 

What if my leaves are falling like its own! 

The tumult of thy mighty harmonies 

Will take from both a deep, autumnal tone, 

Sweet though in sadness. 3 Be thou, Spirit fierce, 

My spirit! Be thou me, impetuous one! 

Drive my dead thoughts over the universe 

Like withered leaves to quicken a new birth! 

And, by the incantation of this verse. 

Scatter, as from an unextinguished hearth 

Ashes and sparks, 4 my words among mankind! 

Be through my lips to unwakened earth 

The trumpet of a prophecy! 5 

2 “Earlier laudators of poetry had said the same thing, but it did not mean the 
same thing; Shelley (to borrow a successful phrase from Mr. Bernard Shaw) was 
the first, in this tradition of Nature’s M.P.’s” (Elliot, Use of Poetry , p. 16). 

3 Cf. Defense, ed. Cook, p. 35: “Sorrow, terror, anguish, despair itself, are often 
the chosen expressions of an approximation to the highest good. . . . tragedy de¬ 
lights by affording a shadow of that pleasure which exists in pain. This is the source 
also of the melancholy which is inseparable from the sweetest melody.” 

4 Cf. Defense, cd. Cook, p. 11, “a spark of inextinguishable thought”; p. 33, “a 
spark, a burning atom of inextinguishable thought.” 

c Strains of Shelley’s poetic theory, especially in its political and moral aspects, 
occur throughout his poetry—in Queen Mab and Prometheus, for instance, in Mont 
Blanc, the Hymn to Intellectual Beauty, the Ode to Naples, the Ode to Liberty . 
Cf. Melvin Solve, Shelley, His Theory of Poetry (Chicago, 1927)* pp- 3 2 *L 

The “undisciplined overflowing of the soul,” the “attempt to imitate the un¬ 
tamable wildness” (Preface to Shelley’s History of a Six Weeks Tour, 1817) which 
we encounter in this poetry of Shelley’s presents a nice problem concerning the 
formal (i.e., ordered) embodiment of tumult in poetry. As for the genetic question, 
Shelley speaks against deliberate art in the Defense (“I appeal to the greatest poets 
of the present day whether it is not an error to assert that the finest passages of poetry 
are produced by labor and study,” p. 39). But his record here is not consistent. In 
the Preface to Prometheus, for instance, he confesses that the finest passages of the 
poem have been the product of laborious revision. Cf. ante Chapter 10, p. 181, the 
relation between genesis and product, ordered or disordered, in the context of Jon- 
son’s classical views. 
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The most definable theoretic tenet in all this looks much like a 
renewal of one of those practical functions defined in Ciceronian rhet¬ 
oric, to “persuade” (persuadere, flectere). Shelley’s emphasis is quite 
clear. 

A man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and com¬ 
prehensively^ he must put himself in the place of another and 
of many others; the pains and pleasures of his species must be¬ 
come his own. The great instrument of moral good is the im¬ 
agination; and poetry administers to the effect by acting upon 
the cause. Poetry enlarges the circumference of the imagination 
by replenishing it with thoughts of ever new delight. . . . 
Poetry strengthens the faculty which is the organ of the moral 
nature of man.—p. 14 

The imagination is enlarged by a sympathy with pains and pas¬ 
sions so mighty, that they distend in their conception the capac¬ 
ity of that by which they are conceived; the good affections 
are strengthened by pity, indignation, terror and sorrow, and 
arl exalted calm is prolonged from the satiety of this high ex¬ 
ercise of them into the tumult of familiar life.—p. 18 

As Sir Philip Sidney had said, poetry is a feigning “notable images 
of virtues, vices, or what else, with . . . delightful teaching.” Poetry 
combines the truths of philosophy with the persuasive vividness of his¬ 
tory. How, one might be tempted to ask, does Shelley’s Defense differ 
from Sidney’s? A number of close parallels may be noted. The term 
“poet,” say both Sidney and Shelley, is derived from the verb “to make” 

( poiein)\ poets are the earliest authors; they are teachers of religion 
and prophets (or are “called” prophets, as Sidney puts it). Poetry is rhyth¬ 
mic, but rhyming and versification do not make a poet. Aristotle has 
defined the difference between poetry and history. But great historians 
and philosophers (the philosopher Plato, for instance) have been poets. 
A few of Sidney’s phrases—“Plannet-like Musick,” “low-creeping” ob¬ 
jections to poetry—are reborn in Shelley’s “planetary music” of poetry 
and “low-thoughted envy” of contemporaries. 0 The difference between 
the two Defenses , nevertheless, could scarcely be more profound. It lies 
as deep as the difference between Aristotle and Kant. It amounts to this: 
that Sidney in all his talking about the teaching and persuading power 
of poetry would never dream that poetry was teaching or persuading 
any doctrine which it did not discover in $ome legislatively competent 
authority outside itself, cither scriptural revelation or ethical philosophy. 
With Shelley just the opposite is true. When he talks about poetry getting 
at the motives for good action, touching the heart by enkindling the im- 

6 See Defense , ed. Cook, p. xix; ed. H. F. B. Brett-Smith, p. xx. 
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agination, he may sound for a moment almost pre-Cartesian, forensic, 
homiletic. The words are, nevertheless, part of an appeal for a vastly 
creative and autonomous power. There is no appeal to any other au¬ 
thority. The limits of the power come not from outside it but from 
within. Or, there are no limits. There is no specifically doctrinal com¬ 
mitment. Thus: 


A poet therefore would do ill to embody his own conceptions 
of right and wrong, which are usually those of his place and 
time, in his poetical creations, which participate in neither. By 
this assumption of the inferior office of interpreting the effect, 
in which perhaps after all he might acquit himself but imper¬ 
fectly, he would resign a glory in the participation of the cause. 

—p. 14 


Milton has so far violated the popular creed (if this shall be 
judged to be a violation) as to have alleged no superiority of 
moral virtue to his God over his Devil. And this bold neglect 
of a direct moral purpose is the most decisive proof of the 
supremacy of Milton’s genius.—p. 31 

It is in this spirit that Shelley writes his Preface to Prometheus (1820): 
“Didactic poetry is my abhorrence; nothing can be equally well ex¬ 
pressed in prose that is not tedious and supererogatory in verse.”. 7 The 
autonomously moral and religious power of poetry stands out much 
more prominently in Shelley’s view than in that of Wordsworth or Cole¬ 
ridge. The Kantian “Reason” which Coleridge, following Fichte and 
Schelling, improved from a hypothetically constructive to a gnostic 
faculty does not appear in Shelley’s system. The honor conferred upon 
poetic imagination, though nebulous, is the highest possible. In general 
import, if not in metaphysical precision, and doubtless not by any direct 
indebtedness, Shelley’s poetic is close to that of Schelling in the “absolute” 
phase of his idealism and to the mythopoeia of Friedrich Schlegel. 


Ill 

Only one English poet of this era furnishes a companion theory to 
Shelley’s, and that is Blake, -whose apocalyptic humanism, proclaimed in 
such notations as those collected by modem editors under the title A 
Vision of the Last Judgment and in the gigantic sprawling myths of his 

7 A few contrary admissions are to be found in less formal utterances. In a 
letter of 1811 to Miss Hitchener he said that a large pan of Queen Mab was overtly 
didactic. “My opinion is that all poetical beauty ought to be subordinate to the in¬ 
culcated moral.” In a letter of January 1819 he confessed to Peacock: “I consider 
poetry very subordinate to moral and political science.” 
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canonical prophetic books, can hardly be pressed into literary or even 
general aesthetic sendee. Blake connects less with the literary tradition 
than with cabbalistic and visionary theories of knowledge. He is a u lit- 
eral realist of imagination” 8 who takes down what is dictated to him by 
the “Authors in Eternity.” 0 Imagination is “the real and eternal World of 
which even this Vegetable Universe is but a faint shadow.” 1 To such an 
idealism not only the scientific view of nature but nature itself in any 
simple and external sense is repugnant. Blake, even more than Words¬ 
worth, Coleridge, or Shelley, was an antagonist of scientism—explicitly, 
repeatedly and contemptuously. Nevertheless, there were moments when 
he could not quite stomach a nature poet like Wordsworth—or at least 
not Wordsworth’s theory of his own achievement. Blake annotated 
Wordsworth’s 1815 Poems thus: “I do not know who wrote these Pref¬ 
aces: they are very mischievous & direct contrary to Wordsworth’s own 
Practice.” “Natural Objects always did & now do weaken, deaden & 
obliterate Imagination in Me. Wordsworth must know that what he writes 
valuable is Not to be found in Nature.” 2 

Error is created. Truth is Eternal. Error, or Creation will be 
Burned up, & then, and not till Then, Truth or Eternity will 
appear. It is Burnt up the Moment Men cease to behold it. I 
assert for My Self that I do not behold the outward Creation & 
that to me it is hindrance 8c not Action; it is as the dirt upon 
my feet, No part of Me. 3 


IV 

International threats (first the republicanism of the French Revolu¬ 
tion, then the imperialism of Napoleon) which prevailed during the era 
of English romantic poetry, and the economic and social troubles in¬ 
ternal to England, produced at the level of popular criticism and re¬ 
viewing, a wholesale resumption of something like the classical didactic 
mode of criticism, an impassioned appeal to patriotic, religious, and moral 
norms in the judgment of contemporary poems. “To devote poetry to 
religious purposes,” a reviewer might say, “is to restore it to its original 
purpose.” 4 “It is time,” another might say (reviewing Coleridge’s Fears 

8 W. B. Yeats, “William Blake and His Illustrations to The Divine Comedy in 
Essays (New York, 1924), p. 14. 

® Blake, Poetry and Prose , ed. Geoffrey Keynes (London, 1948), p. 869. “. . . a 
Grand Poem. I may praise it since I dare not pretend to be any other than the secre¬ 
tary; the Authors are in Eternity” (letter to Thomas Butts, July 6, 1803). 

1 Jerusalem IV, To the Christians , in Poetry and Prose , 1948, p. 535. 

2 Poetry and Prose , 1948, pp. 821-2. 

* A Vision of the Last Judgment , in Poetry and Prose, 1948, pp. 651-2. 

4 William S. Ward, “Some Aspects of the Conservative Attitude Toward Poetry 
in English Criticism 1798-1800,” PMLA, LX (June, 1945L 386-98. The quotation 
is from The Christian's Pocket Magazine, December, 1819. 
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in Solitude, during the Alarm of Invasion ), “to enthrone reason on the 
summit of Parnassus; and make poetry the strengthener as well as the 
enlivener of the intellect;—the energetic instructor as well as the en¬ 
chanting amuser of mankind.” 5 Others might re-activate neo-classic scru¬ 
ples about the relation between instruction and pleasure. 

Poetry has been commonly supposed, indeed, to aim more at the 
gratification than the instruction of its votaries, and to have for 
its end rather delight than improvement; but it has not, we 
think, been sufficiently considered, that its power of delighting 
is founded chiefly on its moral energies. 6 

The vocabulary of these avowals might sometimes sound like an echo 
from the ranges of liberal criticism, whose peaks we have examined in 
Shelley and Blake. There was, however, little consonance between the 
two. Popular criticism always had in mind a didacticism and exhortation 
in the service of the tradition—the Church, the state, and the mores. 
The didacticism of Shelley and Blake, as was necessary for a theory of 
poetic creativity which had outrun all traditional theological associations, 
was a didacticism of revolution. 

The defence of poetry against the claims of scientism had been 
during the i8th century an exploratory action, feeling its way toward 
the formulation of some kind of poetic autonomy. If scientific philos¬ 
ophy maintained that poetic statements did not satisfy scientific criteria, 
the answer was to be that poetry proceeded according to other criteria. 
In some way poetry proceeded according to its own criteria. And these 
were for the most part aligned with principles of sensory (“imagina¬ 
tive”) and emotive pleasure. The autonomy was—at ieast implicitly— 
hedonistic. The later romantic development in the theory of creative 
“imagination” afforded, however, a more complex and ambiguous base 
from which the English defence of poetry during the 19th century 
could proceed. For one thing, the defence might and did continue along 
the line of an autonomy oriented toward pleasure—art for art’s sake—a 
theme which we shall notice in a later chapter. But it might also, as we 
have just been seeing, wax into the assertion of a new, and autonomous, 
didacticism (more or less revolutionary). And this didacticism had at 
least two main phases, the rhapsodic (Shelleyan) and a later more calmly 
classical and cognitive (the Amoldian—to be seen in our next chapter). 
The dual defence of poetry during the 19th century—the hedonistically 
autonomic, and the didactically autonomic—was a thoroughly plausible 
outcome and illustration of the ambivalent poise achieved in the con¬ 
tinental defence of poetry by the end of the 18th century and taken over 

5 Ward, loc. cit ., p. 392, quoting Monthly Review, or Literary Journal, May, 

2799. 

•Ward, loc. cit., p. 395, quoting Edinburgh Review, November, 1820. 
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by Coleridge and Wordsworth. Kant’s beautiful symbols of moral value, 
his purposiveness without purpose, his judgment by feeling, are a suffi¬ 
cient promise of the whole development. We are speaking of Kant as 
typical of the thought of an era. Only the vaguest and most atmospheric 
acquaintance with German ideas (in the case of Shelley a direct dash of 
Fichte, a general modern philosophical education in Drummond’s Aca¬ 
demical Questions), an awareness of the ideas of Coleridge, or a feeling 
of sympathy with the neo-Platonic tradition, would be the genetic re¬ 
quirement for a given English literary man’s participation in the move¬ 
ment. “Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive.” 


V 

We move toward a conclusion of this chapter and advance chronologi¬ 
cally in the 19th century with quotations from two other authors, both 
more distinguished for general literary power than for clean lines in 
literary theory. Coleridge’s friend De Quincey was given to ostentatious 
hints about his understanding of the metaphysics of Kant and performed 
various journalistic flourishes on the theme of German romantic literature 
and Germanic neo-Hellenism. 7 His essay of 1848 in the North British 
Review on Alexander Pope contains one of his chief claims to be re¬ 
membered as a literary theorist—his distinction between a “literature of 
knowledge” and a “literature of power.” 

The function of the first is to teach; the function of the second 
is to move; the first is a rudder, the second an oar or a sail. The 
first speaks to the mere discursive understanding; the second 
speaks ultimately, it may happen, to the higher understanding or. 
reason, but always through affections of pleasure and sympathy. 
Remotely, it may travel towards an object seated in what Lord 
Bacon calls “dry light”;—but proximately it does and must 
operate—else it ceases to be a literature of power—on and 
through that humid light which clothes itself in the mists and 
glittering iris of human passions, desires, and genial emotions. 

. . . there is a rarer thing than truth,—namely power , or deep 
sympathy with truth. 

What do you learn from a cookery-book? Something new, 
something that you did not know before, in every paragraph. 

But would you therefore put the wretched cookery-book on a 

7 Rene Wellek, “De Quincey’s Status in the History of Ideas,” PQ , XXIII (Jan¬ 
uary, 1944), 250-5, 256 ff. For more about De Quincey’s literary aesthetics, see Sig¬ 
mund K. Proctor, Thomas De Quincey's Theory of Literature (Ann Arbor, 1943); 
John E Jordan, Thomas De Quincey Literary Critic (Berkeley, California, 1952). 
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higher level of estimation than the divine poem? What you owe 
to Milton is not any knowledge, of which a million separate 
items are still but a million of advancing steps on the same 
earthly level; what you owe is power ,—that is, exercise and ex¬ 
pansion to your own latent capacity of sympathy with the in¬ 
finite, where every pulse and each separate influx is a step up¬ 
wards, a step ascending upon a Jacob’s ladder from earth to 
mysterious altitudes above the earth. 

It is certain that, were it not for the literature of power, . . . 
ideals would often remain amongst us as mere arid notional 
forms; whereas, by the creative forces of man put forth in 
literature, they gain a vernal life of restoration, and germinate 
into vital activities. The commonest novel, by moving in alli¬ 
ance with human fears and hopes, with human instincts of 
wrong and right, sustains and quickens those affections. Calling 
them into action, it rescues them from torpor. And hence the 
preemincncy over all authors that merely teach , of the meanest 
that moves, or that teaches, if at all, indirectly by moving. 8 

The throbbing utterance, the allusion to “discursive understanding” and 
the “higher understanding or reason,” put this on the grand level of 
romantic theory. It sounds sufficiently like the emotive didacticism of 
Shelley. At the same time if we read it in the context of Coleridge’s 
religious influence upon De Quincey and De Quincey’s theocratic social 
views united with Tory politics in the belief that the British Empire was 
the torch-bearer of Christian progress, 9 the passage may sound not un- 
reconcilable with the moralistic popular reviewing which we have quoted 
from the era of thirty to fifty years before. 

In his early miscellaneous essays, Thomas Carlyle was one of the 
most powerful and most accurate transmitters of German aesthetic phi¬ 
losophy to England. His program included energetic announcements of 
the antagonism between poetry and science and of the paramount claim 
which poetry laid to all the truth that mattered. The “polish and lan¬ 
guor,” the “external glitter and internal vacuity,” of 18th-century lit¬ 
erature he blamed squarely on the analytic science of the era. He noted 
a continuing prevalence of the enfeeblement even in his own day. 

We enjoy, we see nothing by direct vision; but only by re¬ 
flection, and in anatomical dismemberment. Like Sir Hudibras, 
for every Why we must have a Wherefore. We have our little 
theory on all human and divine things. Poetry, the workings of 
genius itself, which in all times, with one or another meaning, 

8 Alden, pp. 340-3. Twenty-five years earlier De Quincey had made the same 
distinction in his Letters to a Young Man . 

9 Wellek, loc. cit ., pp. 253-4. 
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has been called Inspiration, and held to be mysterious and in¬ 
scrutable, is no longer without its scientific exposition. The 
building of the lofty rhyme is like any other masonry or brick¬ 
laying: we have theories of its rise, height, decline and fall,— 
which latter, it would seem, is now near, among all peoples. 1 

The power of the true poet, whenever in history it did appear, was quite 
another thing. 

The true Poet is ever, as of old, the Seer; whose eye has been 
gifted to discern the godlike Mystery of God’s Universe, and 
decipher some new lines of its celestial writing; we can still call 
him a Votes and Seer; for he sees into this greatest of secrets, 

“the open secret”; hidden things become clear; how the Future 
(both resting on Eternity) is but another phasis of the Present: 
thereby are his words in very truth prophetic; what he has 
spoken shall be done. 2 

Carlyle’s lectures On Heroes , Hero-Worship , and the Heroic in His¬ 
tory were delivered in May, 1840. The diminishing sequence of roles* 
assigned to the hero in the six lectures—The Hero as Divinity, as 
Prophet, as Poet, as Priest, as Man of Letters, as King—represents both 
Carlyle’s assurance in man’s heroic destiny and at the same time a degree 
of acquiescence in the philosophy of decline, in the view that civilized 
advance means the decay of genius and greatness. 3 The poet is not the 
prophet, not the divinity. The opening of the lecture on the Hero as 
Poet surveys several phases in the power of the spirit to triumph against 
science. 

The Hero as Divinity, the Hero as Prophet, are productions of 
old ages; not to be repeated in the new. They presuppose a cer¬ 
tain rudeness of conception, which the progress of mere scien¬ 
tific knowledge put an end to. There needs to be, as it were, a 
world vacant, or almost vacant of scientific forms, if men in 
their loving wonder are to fancy their fellow-man either a god 
or one speaking with the voice of a god. Divinity and Prophet 
are past. We are now to see our Hero in the less ambitious, but 
also less questionable, character of Poet; a character which does 

lu Signs of the Times,” in Works (1896-99), XXVII, 76. See Alba Warren, 
pp. 79-84- 

2 “Death of Goethe ” Works, XXVII, 377. Cf. Rene Wellek, Immanuel Kant in 
England (Princeton, 1931), pp. 183-202. 

3 See Rene Wellek, “Carlyle and the Philosophy of History,” PQ, XXIII (Jan¬ 
uary, 1944), 55-76» for the uncertain kind of resemblance which obtains between 
Carlyle’s views and the several forms of historical method available in Germany, 
France, or England at that day. Wellek argues that Carlyle’s ethical normalism and 
divinatory impulsiveness arc closer to Germanic forms of “historism” and literary 
nationalism than to French naturalistic and sociological trends. 
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not pass. The Poet is a heroic figure belonging to all ages; whom 
all ages possess, when once he is produced, whom the newest 
age as the oldest may produce;—and will produce, always when 
Nature pleases. Let Nature send a Hero-soul; in no age is it 
other than possible that he may be shaped into a Poet, 


But: 

I confess, I have no notion of a truly great man that could not 
be all sorts of men. The Poet who could merely sit on a chair, 
and compose stanzas, would never make a stanza worth much. 

He could not sing the Heroic warrior, unless he himself were at 
least a Heroic warrior too. I fancy there is in him the Politician, 
the Thinker, Legislator, Philosopher;—in one or the other de¬ 
gree, he could have been, he is all these. So too I cannot under¬ 
stand how a Mirabeau, with that great glowing heart, with 
the fire that was in it, with the bursting tears that were in it, 
could not have written verses, tragedies, poems, and touched all 
hearts in that way, had his course of life and education led him 
thitherward. The grand fundamental character is that of Great 
Man; that the man be great. Napoleon has words in him which 
are like Austerlitz Battles. Louis Fourteenth’s Marshals are a kind 
of poetical men withal; the things Turenne says are full of sa¬ 
gacity and geniality, like sayings of Samuel Johnson. 

Admitting not so much as Macaulay in his essay on Milton (that poetry 
flourishes best in a dark age), claiming not so much as Shelley in his 
Defense (that poets actually perform as legislators), Carlyle is shrewd 
enough to see the age-old paradox with which he is saddled, energetic 
enough to bounce it off as of small consequence. “Louis Fourteenth’s 
Marshals are a kind of poetical men withal.” On the high tide of Carlyle’s 
plausible eloquence, an ancient moment in the history of the quarrel 
between rhapsode and dialectician is re-enacted with the victory re¬ 
versed. One of the passages of Shelley’s Defense most strongly reminis¬ 
cent of Plato’s Ion is that in which the Christian and chivalric poets of 
the early Middle Ages arc credited with having created “forms of opin¬ 
ion and action . . . which, copied into the imaginations of men, became 
as generals to the bewildered armies of their thoughts.” 4 In Plato’s Ion, 
the rhapsode, after being pushed gradually into a corner with admissions 
that he was unfitted to discourse on such professional topics as medicine, 
charioteering, fishing, and piloting, gave utterance at the very last, under 
extreme pressure of the Socratic dialectical skill, to the desperate opinion 
that he might after all have been a successful general of the armies. 

4 Defense, ed. Coolc, p. 25. 
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SUPPLEMENT 

For the tides are the life of God in the ocean, and he sends his angel to trouble 
the great PREP. 

For he hath fixed the earth upon arches & pillars, and the flames of hell flow 
under it. 

For the grosser the particles the nearer to the sink, & the nearer to purity, the 
quicker the gravitation. 

For MATTER is the dust of the Earth, every atom of which is the life. 

For MOTION is as the quantity of life direct, Sc that which hath not motion, 
is resistance. 

For Resistance is not of GOD, but he—hath built his works upon it. 

For the Centripetal and Centrifugal forces are GOD SUSTAINING and 
DIRECTING. 

For Elasticity is the temper of matter to recover its place with vehemence. 

For Attraction is the earning of parts, which have a similitude in the life. 

For the Life of God is in the Loadstone, and there is a magnet, which pointeth 
due EAST. 

For FRICTION is inevitable because the Universe is FULL of God’s works. 
For the PERPETUAL MOTION is in all the works of Almighty GOD. 

For Newton nevertheless is more of error than of the truth, but I am of the 
WORD of GOD. 

—Christopher Smart, Jubilate Agno, p. IX, 11 . 7-16, 35-6, 45 (written in 
1759), quoted from Rejoice in the Lamb , A Song from Bedlam, ed. 
William Force Stead (London, 1939), pp. 83-6, by permission of the 
editor and Jonathan Cape Limited 


His [Thomas Taylor’s] first three books, The Mystical Initiations (transla¬ 
tions of the Orphic hymns, 1787), Concerning the Beautiful (a translation 
from Plotinus, 1787), and The Philosophical and Mathematical Conmientaries 
of Proclus (two volumes, 1788-89), provoked immediate criticism in the 
Monthly Review and were apparently widely discussed. ... A volume con¬ 
taining The Cratylus , Phaedo , Parmenides and Timaeus of Plato (1793)1 
lowing hard upon the Phaedrus (1792), was hailed by a writer in the Analyt¬ 
ical Review as a good beginning toward “a grand desideratum in English 
literature,” the translation of all Plato’s works. Taylor’s efforts, however, 
were turned for the moment to other tasks, of which the most important were 
translations of Pausanias’s Description of Greece (1794), Five Books of 
Plotinus (1794), and The Fable of Cupid and Psyche by Apuleius (1795)« 
These many books, filled as they all were with neo-Platonic ideas, gained 
Taylor a wide notoriety, if not esteem. For he was militant in thrusting his 
mystical, polytheistic neo-Platonism before the eyes of a sober and unsympa- 
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thetic eighteenth-century audience, who in turn ridiculed him as an insane 
fanatic. The materialism of the age and the concern of classical scholarship at 
the time with merely textual criticism aroused in Taylor a scorn which he 
freely expressed. In an eloquent plea for the study of Platonism, appended to 
his translation of the Orphic hymns, he called on his countrymen to resist 
these illiberal influences: 

The waters of Thames, heavy laden with the wealth of merchan¬ 
dize, and sonorous with the din of trade, may devolve abundance 
in a golden tide; but we must remember that the Daemon of com¬ 
merce is at the same time advancing with giant strides, to trample 
on the most liberal pursuits, and is preparing with his extended sav¬ 
age arm, to crush the votaries of truth, and depopulate the divine 
retreats of philosophy. Rise then ye liberal few, and vindicate the 
dignity of ancient wisdom. Bring truth from her silent and sacred 
concealments, and vigorously repel the growing empire of barbaric 
taste; which bids fair to extinguish the celestial fire of philosophy in 
the frigid embraces of philology, and to bury the divine light of mind, 
in the sordid gloom of sense .—The Mystical Initiations , London, 1787, 
p. 226 

This blunt indictment of contemporary civilization did not increase Taylor’s 
popularity, though it attracted notice. Nor did the remedy which he proposed 
impress the eighteenth century with his sanity, though it made him famous. If 
London were found too far sunk in “barbarous ignorance,” Taylor advised, 
the “liberal few” should fly to 

the regions of intellect, those fortunate islands of truth, where . . . 
we may find a retreat from the storms and tempests of a corporeal life. 

Let us build for ourselves the raft of virtue, and departing from this 
region of sense, like Ulysses from the charms of Calypso, direct our 
course by the light of ideas, those bright intellectual stars, through 
the dark ocean of a material nature, until we arrive at our father’s 
land. For there having divested ourselves of the torn garments of 
mortality, as much as our union with body will permit, we may re¬ 
sume our natural appearance; and may each of us at length, recover 
the ruined empire of his soul .—The Mystical Initiations , pp. 226-7 

—Frank B. Evans III, “Thomas Taylor, Platonist of the Romantic Period,” 
PMLA y LV (December, 1940), 1067-8, by permission of the Modern 
Language Association of America 
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The Arnoldian Prophecy 


F eeling and image came through the eighteenth century, as we 
have seen, in close liaison, and they enjoyed at the dawn of the new 
era a high estate together. Feeling was somewhat indiscriminately 
treated as either something that welled up in the poet himself or (it 
made little difference) something that was discernible in the poem or in 
its images. Among the poetic genres, lyric had moved into the normative 
place. Or the broader and simpler concept of “poem” (or “poetry,” in 
the soul of the poet) was the norm—it mattered not what “order of 
composition” the poet elected. The notion of untutored, and hence gen¬ 
uine, utterance was not likely to be far absent from poetic discussion. 
Let us re-focus momentarily on the situation about 1795 by quoting a 
letter from a poetess, “The Swan of Lichfield,” Anna Seward. 

Our very peasants show that the seeds of poetry exist in the 
rude soil of their minds. Awaken their passions or excite their 
wonder, and you will often hear them speaking in metaphor, 
which is the poetic essence. 1 

Not that anybody said much directly against the classic fable, the story, 
the structural base of the long poem, but at the same time not much was 
urged in favor of that element. 2 Poetic theory had passed in the course 
of the centuries from a classic or Aristotelian focus on drama, through 
a heroic focus on epic (and then an implicit or hidden focus on satire 
and burlesque) to the romantic focus on lyric, the songlike personal 
expression, the feeling centered in the image. The romantic age as the 
age of lyric is a well enough recognized phenomenon—especially in Eng¬ 
land. 

We have already observed certain lyrist features of the German high 
theorizing. In France during the 1820’s occurred an incident in the his¬ 
tory of dramatic literature which may perhaps be relevantly mentioned 
in this context. A classically regulated French drama, for reasons gen¬ 
erated out of both revolutionary republicanism and Napoleonic and 

1 Letters of Anna Seward (Edinburgh, 1811), III, 320, October 1, 1793, quoted 
by Norman Maclean, ‘‘From Action to Image: Theories of the Lyric in the Eight¬ 
eenth Century,” in Crane, Critics and Criticism , p. 460. 

2 Cf. Donald M. Foerster, “The Critical Attack upon the Epic in the English 
Romantic Movement,” PMLA , LXIX (1954)1 432-47* “Thus, a writer in the Reflector 
elevates Ferdusi almost to Homer’s level despite die fact that the Persian poet had 
paid litde attention to those ‘minuter excellences’ of the epic, the fable and the three 
unities; and in the same breath that he says that Paradise Regained is really ‘a drama 
of primal simplicity’ and the Odyssey is not ‘a legiumate epic/ Hallam calls it pure 
‘pedantry* to speak of the Orlando Furioso as a romance, radier than an epic simply 
because it lacks a principal hero and a continuity of action. ... A particular form 
was not often required; nor did an ‘epic’ seem to need a great action or a single action, 
a principal hero or a mighty hero, a race of gods or any other invisible agency. All 
that was demanded by many critics was a narrative thread which one could detect 
here and there in a poem of some length” (pp. 435-d). 
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Bourbon conservatism, had kept up a show of authority for much 
longer than might now seem understandable in the general retrospect of 
merely literary history. The revolt came with Hugo’s Preface to Crom¬ 
well, 1827, and with Hemani, his first acted play, 1830. This was, to be 
sure, not officially a lyric movement. But it introduced not only a new 
taste for enjambed Alexandrines, for a diction coextensive with greater 
areas of life, and for a juxtaposition of the grotesque with the sublime, 
but, in part to accommodate the latter ideal, a taste for a profusion of 
sub-plot and extra incident and for incidentally and lyrically developed 
characters. The movement was away from the tighter Aristotelian struc¬ 
ture. If an audience expected to enjoy anything richer than the tradi¬ 
tional pseudo-Racinian austerity, argued Hugo in his Preface to Crom¬ 
well, the new romantic poet would have to hold the stage for somewhat 
longer than two hours. He would need no less than the whole evening 
(all the time usually given to the farce and comic opera which came 
after the tragedy to relieve it). But such a poet would give a money’s 
worth of character portrayal (an entire hero, with all his genius, beliefs, 
conflicting passions, tastes, habits, and the crowd of figures who mill 
around him) as well as the panorama of a whole struggling epoch (its 
customs, laws,. manners, spirit, insights, superstitions, happenings, and 
people). A gigantic spectacle! {On congoit qu'un pareil tableau sera 
gigantesque.) A stage crowded with figures of all sizes and shapes. (// y 
aura foule dans le drame.) 3 One conceives too that an art formed on the 
principle of a vast assemblage of diversely interesting parts will tend to 
promote a certain looseness of relationship among such parts and in the 
parts themselves a certain extravagance of local coloring. 

“A poem of any length,” Coleridge had said, “neither can be, or 
ought to be, all poetry.” * He was echoed about thirty years later by Poe 
in words which have become even better known: “I hold that a long 
poem does not exist. I maintain that the phrase, ‘a long poem,’ is simply 
a flat contradiction in terms.” 5 A modem editor of Poe has paid him an 
accurate compliment in saying that this pronouncement was “essentially 
a demand that the poets of his time be themselves and admit that epic 
themes . . . did not in fact excite their poetic faculties.” “What really 
interested them were emotions of melancholy, nostalgia, puzzled yearn¬ 
ing, and the like that could find their proper expression ... in lyrics 
of moderate length.” 9 In an earlier chapter we have noted J. S. Mill’s 
inheritance of the associational doctrine of feeling—which in full the- 

* Victor Hugo, “Preface de CromwelF' and “Hemani” ed. John R. Effinger, Jr. 
( Chicag o, 1900), pp. 98-9. near the end of the Preface. 

4 Biographic Literaria, Chapter XIV (ed. Shawcross, II, n). 

6 The Poetic Principle, first paragraph. „ , 

• W. H. Auden, Edgar Allan Poe, Selected Prose and Poetry (New York, 1950), 

p. xii. 
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orerical consciousness he adopted as alternative to the utilitarian and 
scientific rigors of his early training. And so: 

Lyric poetry, as it was the earliest kind, is also, if the view we 
are now taking of poetry be correct, more eminently and pe¬ 
culiarly poetry than any other: it is the poetry most natural to 
a really poetic temperament, and least capable of being success¬ 
fully imitated by one not so endowed by nature. 7 

Mill distinguished [lyric] poetry from certain other and less intense 
kinds of emotive writing, novels and dramas, mere stories or imitations 
of life. These made an appeal to immature and shallow minds. 8 

A particularly instructive instance in the history of lyric feeling is 
that of John Henry Newman when he delivers his opinion in an early 
essay (1829) on no less a topic than Aristotle’s Poetics. 9 Newman’s Evan* 
gelical background puts him comfortably in possession of the same at¬ 
titudes that Mill had to arrive at by struggle. He observes that Aristotle 
admires Oedipus the King for its plot and structure. That is to say, 
Aristotle conceives a play as “an exhibition of ingenious workmanship.” 
But true poetry is spontaneous expression, the “free and unfettered 
effusion of genius.” Newman goes to Greek drama in order to “listen 
to harmonious and majestic language, to the voices of sorrow, joy, com¬ 
passion, or religious emotion,—to the animated odes of the chorus.” 

A word has a power to convey a world of information to the 
imagination, and to act as a spell upon the feelings; there is no 
need of sustained fiction, often no room for it. 

Newman’s argument is a plenary participation in the Longinian double 
antithesis. The difference between plot and lyric passages is closely tied 
up with the difference between cold calculation on the part of the 
author and spontaneous effusion. Within a few years after his essay on 
poetry, Newman, moving along lines quite different from those of his 
literary criticism, had reached the opinion that the Evangelicals had 
landed Protestantism in a bondage to the “feelings.” “His many attacks 
on the Evangelical system,” observes a modem commentator, “are an 
attempt to rescue Evangelicals from a bondage he was willing to keep 
poets in.” 1 

Newman’s friend John Keble, Professor of Poetry at Oxford from 

7 “Thought in Poetry and its Varieties," in Dissertations and Discussions (Lon¬ 
don, 1859), I, 85. First published in 1832. Cf. ante , p. 308. 

8 Cf. Alba Warren, p. 71. Mill parallels Wordsworth’s protest against “gross and 
violent stimulants,” the melodrama of storm-and-stress novels. 

9 “Poetry with Reference to Aristotle’s Poetics” appeared in the London Review, 
January, 1829. Cf. Alba Warren, pp. 35-45* 

1 Geoffrey Tillotson, “Newman’s Essay on Poetry,” in Perspectives of Criticism, 
ed. Harry Levin (Cambridge, Mass., 1950)1 PP* 161-195. 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 43 ^ 

1831 to 1841, is a priestly poet and theorist whose Praelectiones 
Acadeniicae , collected and published in 1844, turn on the same mistrust 
of “art,” “execution,” external medium, and plot construction, the same 
regard for the poet’s spontaneous outburst of inmost feeling. The epi¬ 
graph to his printed lectures is the image of the rhapsode and the mag¬ 
netic ring from the Ion of Plato. Keble’s emotivism invites a specially 
curious inspection in that it combines Aristotelian cathartic reminis¬ 
cences with pre-Freudian intimations. He conceives poetry as an indirect 
strategy, an expression under “certain veils and disguises,” whereby sen¬ 
sitive distraught souls may without blame find release from suffering. “It 
is the function of Poetry to facilitate, yet without prejudice to modest 
reserve, the expression of glowing motion.” 2 The subtitle of his lectures 
is De Poeticae Vi Medica . 

A distinct correlation with such minor but characteristic theorizing 
of the early Victorian era may be observed in the school of violently 
emotive and pseudo-Elizabethan dramatizing which erupted in the 1840*5 
and was extinguished in the parody by W. E. Aytoun, Firmilian: A 
“ Spasmodic ” Tragedy , in 1854. Tennyson’s Maud (1855), a “mono¬ 
drama” of cloudy “madness,” swirling around an all but undescribed 
action, participates in the spasmodic phase of English poetry. Mat¬ 
thew Arnold’s two earliest volumes of poems, in 1849 and 1852, were 
touched by the same spirit and suffered some disadvantage in com¬ 
peting with it. 3 


II 


Arnold emerges suddenly, however, the most imposing figure in English 
mid-Victorian criticism, not as a pav t of the lyric-spasmodic movement, 
but in a brusque classical resistance to it. The Preface to his Poems of 
18s 3, 4 pitched in the high and confident tone of which he was to be¬ 
come increasingly master, announces the rationale of a valiant negative 
gesture, that of omitting from the volume of 1853 the long poem which 
gave the volume of 1852 its title, Empedocles on Aetna. Not because it 
is a poem on an ancient subject, says Arnold, though many may think 
this a sufficient reason. But because the dark emotions of the protagonist 
lead to no outcome. “Suffering finds no vent in action.” The situation is 


2 Keble's Lectures on Poetry 1832-1841, trans. E. K. Francis (Oxford, 1912)1 
I, 19-24, 36. See Alba Warren, pp. 46-9; Meyer Abrams, pp. 145-8. 

8 See Arthur Hugh Clough, in the North American Review , LXXVII (July, 
1853), 4, anonymously reviewing Arnold’s Strayed Reveler and Empedocles along 
with other volumes of verse including the Glasgow “mechanic” Alexander Smith’s 
spasmodic Life Drama. Cf. Lionel Trilling, Matthew Arnold (New York, 1939)1 

pp. 146 ff. . , 

4 The volume appeared in October. 


43 7 The Arnoldian Prophecy 

monotonous and morbid. (Empedocles, it will be remembered, concludes 
his suffering by jumping into Aetna.) It is an ancient story, but it ex¬ 
hibits a modern and merely emotive development. The historical figure 
Empedocles himself is not a good hero for a poem, not a great example 
of Greek thought and feeling. 

Into the feelings of a man so situated there entered much that 
we are accustomed to consider as exclusively modern; . . . The 
calm, the cheerfulness, the disinterested objectivity have disap¬ 
peared: the dialogue of the mind with itself has commenced; 
modern problems have presented themselves; we hear already 
the doubts, we witness the discouragement, of Hamlet and of 
Faust. 

There is some wavering, some slithering of logic in Arnold’s plea. In 
reaction against recent notions that “the poet must leave the exhausted 
past,” 5 against “spasmodic” champions of “present import,” “interest,” 
and “novelty,” and no less against the whole contemporary concept of 
“an era of progress, an age commissioned to carry out the great ideas 
of industrial development and social amelioration,” Arnold wants to say 
that the “modernness or antiquity of an action . . . has nothing to do with 
its fitness for poetical representation.” “The date of an action . . . sig¬ 
nifies nothing.” But it comes out pretty clearly before he is done that 
the great, “permanently” interesting actions, those that involve “perma¬ 
nent problems” and excite the “permanent passions,” are all or nearly all 
to be found in the grand mythic repertories with which Greek epic and 
tragic writers were concerned. These endure. The occurrences of modem 
life are transitory. They have an immediate interest, but it is meretri¬ 
cious. 

The Greeks felt, no doubt, with their exquisite sagacity of 
taste, that an action of present times was too near them, too 
much mixed up with what was accidental and passing, to form 
a sufficiently grand, detached, and self-subsistent object for a 
tragic poem. 

Arnold’s Preface is an impressive exercise of hauteur at the expense of 
the thesis that literature has to be up to date. 

But even more radically, the Preface is a countercheck quarrelsome 
to the prevailing lyric trend, a re-affirmation of the classic norm of the 

5 The complaint had been argued more picturesquely during the 17th-century 
quarrel of the ancients and the modems. Cowley refers to “The cold-meats of the 
Ancients,” “the threadbare tales of Thebes and Troy” (Preface to Poems , 1656; 
cf. Atkins, II, 173). In our own century the theme is well known. ‘The more pro¬ 
gressive modem poets . . . discard not only archaic diction but also shop-worn 
subjects of past history or legend, which have been through the centuries a treasure- 
trove for the second-rate” (Harriet Monroe, ed. The New Poetry, An Anthology, 
New York 1927, p. vi). 
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fable. The “theory and practice alike” of the ancients, the “admirable 
treatise of Aristotle, and the unrivalled works of their poets, exclaim 
with a thousand tongues”: 

‘All depends upon the subject; choose a fitting action, pene¬ 
trate yourself with the feeling of its situations; this done, every¬ 
thing else will follow.* 

“They regarded the whole; we regard the parts. With them, the action 
predominated over the expression of it.” Hence the admirably severe 
style—the “grand style”—of the Greeks. And hence the dangerous in¬ 
fluence on modem English poets of Shakespeare, a writer who had, along 
with his skill in managing “action,” “situation,” and “character,” a further 
great gift, which, alas! could and did lead even him “astray.” That was 
his power of “expression.” “Here has been the mischief.” Our modem 
poets, Keats and others, have been imitating the “attractive accessories,” 
the “richness of imagery,” not the central shaping power, the architec¬ 
ture . 6 

We have poems which seem to exist merely for the sake of 
single lines and passages; not for the sake of producing any total 
impression. We have critics who seem to direct their attention 
merely to detached expressions, to the language about the action, 
not to the action itself . 7 


Ill 

The modems, one might reflect, had been having it all their own way 
for nearly a century. It was time somebody spoke up for the ancients, 

°A year before Arnold’s Preface of 1853, a lesser if more systematic theorist, 
Eneas S. Dallas, had published his Poetics: An Essay on Poetry , containing a dis¬ 
cussion of drama which reveals far more starkly than Arnold’s plausibly written 
argument some of the commitments of a pantomimic regard for the element of 
dramatic action. “For looking at dramatic speeches in their true light, as the means 
of imitating character and life, not as a means of as it were by slanting mirrors throw¬ 
ing opinions among an audience, and far less as a running commentary on the whole 
play, it will be seen that if they convey anything different in kind from what may 
be conveyed, however feebly, by dumb show, they swerve from dramadc fitness, 
or at least are more than dramatic.” Eneas S. Dallas, Poetics: An Essay on Poetry 
(1852), Book III, pp. 131-2. Cf. Alba Warren, pp. 137-8, and p. 139. Warren neatly lo¬ 
cates the Dallas-Arnold fallacy under the rubric “assimilation of the drama to the 
visual arts.” 

7 Arnold’s tone becomes distinctly Augustan. “This over-curiousness of ex¬ 
pression is indeed but the excessive employment of a wonderful gift—of the power 
of saying a thing in a happier way than any other man. Nevertheless, it is carried so 
far that one understands what M. Guizot meant, when he said that Shakespeare ap¬ 
pears in his language to have tried all styles except that of simplicity. He has not the 
severe and scrupulous self-restraint of the ancients, partly no doubt, because he had 
a far less cultivated and exacting audience. . . . He is therefore a less safe model.” 
“Others abide our question. Thou art free.” 
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even if in overbearing tones, with a kind of kid-gloved arrogance. Not 
since Lessing perhaps had so keenly whistling a blade been tried on the 
wind in the classic quarter. But a classicism which had passed through 
that century of German idealism and German romantic Hellenism was 
bound to show a profound difference in its commitments. As the Pla¬ 
tonism of Sidney stands in relation to that of Shelley, so the Aristotelian- 
ism of Lessing to that of Arnold. 

Arnold’s essays published in the Cornhill and other magazines, dur¬ 
ing the years immediately after he became Professor of Poetry at Oxford 
in 1857, an ^ collected in 1865 as the first series of his Essays in Criticism 
show his classicism at perhaps its most level development, in the coolest 
and clearest light. He has gone to continental sources. One of these is 
the French Catholic, and conservative and Platonic penseur Joseph Jou- 
bert—a French Coleridge, as Ajmold calls him, of less richness and power 
than the English Coleridge, but of more delicacy and penetration. 

Clearness is so eminently one of the characteristics of truth, 
that often it even passes for truth itself. 

Ignorance, which in matters of morals extenuates the crime, is 
itself, in matters of literature, a crime of the first order. 

In literature the one aim of art is the beautiful. 

To accustom mankind to pleasures which depend neither upon 
the bodily appetites nor upon money, by giving them a taste for 
the things of the mind, seems to me, in fact, the one proper 
fruit which nature has meant our literary productions to have. 

Another is the German Jewish poet, self-exiled in France, arch-ironist 
and anti-romantic, Heinrich Heine, from whom Arnold takes up the 
weapons of a “life and death battle” against the Philistine . Arnold’s hard¬ 
hitting repetitions succeeded in establishing this piece of German student 
lingo as the right name for the British middle-brow enemy of the noble 
and lovely, 

Philistinism !—we have not the expression in English. Perhaps 
we have not the word because we have so much of the thing. At 
Soli, I imagine, they did not talk of solecisms; and here, at the 
very headquarters of Goliath, nobody talks of Philistinism. 8 

8 Heinrich Heme , in Essays in Criticism, First Series (London, 1902), p. 162• 
Cf. the last paragraph of Arnold’s Preface to die First Series , the apostrophe to Ox¬ 
ford, “Adorable dreamer, whose heart has been so romantic! who hast given thyself 
so prodigally . , . only never to the Philistines”; and Joubert ( First Series, p. 3 ° 4 )i 
“the great apostle of the Philistines, Lord Macaulay.” As early as 1827 Carlyle^ was 
using the term “Philistine” in his essays, and in Sartor Resartus , 1831, appears “Phi¬ 
listinism.” Sec these words in The Oxford English Dictionary on Historical Prin¬ 
ciples. 
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Arnold displays a fine scorn for British homebred humour and paro¬ 
chial complacency. He assumes the same kind of anti-domestic and 
classical superiority of taste as we have witnessed already in the comic 
theory of George Meredith. It is true that he has a great interest in the 
national spirit, and, like fashionable thinkers on the continent (Taine 
and others) to whom we shall allude in later chapters, he believes in the 
race, the milieu, and the moment, in short, in the cultural determination 
of literature. 

For a literary masterpiece, two powers must concur, the power 
of the man, and the power of the moment, and the man is not 
enough without the moment. 0 

But Arnold reverses the revolutionary and sociological emphasis of the 
continental thinkers. With him it is not as if the march of the historical 
process were bound to be working into something superior or more real. 
JKist the opposite. The English spirit he is so much interested to define 
is a mixed potential in the blood and in the culture, 1 capable of being 
very badly developed in a bad modern age. In his inaugural lecture at 
Oxford, delivered in 1857 and entitled The Modem Element in Litera¬ 
ture, Arnold appears as a strenuous champion of cultural classicism. He 
enjoys a high degree of confidence that the age of Sir Walter Raleigh in 
England was but poorly lighted, infested with footpads, over-dressed, 
and, compared with the age of Thucydides in Athens, naively incom¬ 
petent to write history. (Distinct, though transvalued, reminiscences of 
the Peacockian frame of mind are to be noted in his remarks on the 
deficiencies of Roman literature—the Lucretian depression and ennui, 
the Virgilian “sweet, touching sadness,” the Horatian want of “serious¬ 
ness.”) The progressive vulgarization of English middle-class culture 
since the Elizabethan age is a theme to which Arnold never tires of 
returning. 

. . . this paragraph on which I stumbled in a newspaper . . . : 

“A shocking child murder has just been committed at Notting¬ 
ham. A girl named Wragg left her workhouse there on Saturday 
morning with her young illegitimate child. The child was soon 
afterwards found dead on Mapperly Hills, having been strangled. 
Wragg is in custody.” 

0 The Function of Criticism at the Present Time ( First Series, p. 4). 

1 “If we had been all German, we might have had the science of Germany; if 
we had been all Celtic, we might have been popular and agreeable; if we had been 
all Latinised, we might have governed Ireland as the French govern Alsace, without 
getting ourselves detested. But now we have Germanism enough to make us Philis¬ 
tines, and Normanism enough to make us imperious, and Celtism enough to make us 
self-conscious and awkward; but German fidelity to Nature, and Latin precision and 
clear reason, and Celtic quick-wittedness and spirituality, we fall short of” (On the 
Study of Celtic Literature and on Translating Homer, New York, 1883, p. 132, On 
the Study of Celtic Literature, VI). 
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Nothing but that. . . . how eloquent, how suggestive are 
those few lines! “Our old Anglo-Saxon breed, the best in the 
whole world!”—how much that is harsh and ill-favoured there 
is in this best! V/ragg! If we are to talk of ideal perfection, of 
“the best in the whole world,” has any one reflected what a 
touch of grossness in our race, what an original shortcoming in 
the more delicate spiritual perceptions, is shown by the natural 
growth amongst us of such hideous names. Higginbottom, 
Stiggins, Bugg! 2 

Among the essays of the 1862 collection, the continental orientation 
of Arnold’s critique stands out nowhere more remarkably than in The 
Literary Influence of Academies . Arnold here throws backward a last 
glance in the English tradition of wistful regard for the French and 
Italian academies. The proposals for reducing, refining, and “ascertain¬ 
ing” the Augustan language, the plans for legislative authority and for 
dictionaries, which appear from the time of the Royal Society on (in 
essays by Defoe, Addison, Swift, and numerous smaller busybodies and 
grammarians), had continued up to and even after the time of the great¬ 
est English effort to accomplish such dreams, the Dictionary of Samuel 
Johnson published in 175s* 3 But Johnson himself in his Preface had 
growled out something about the establishment of an academy . . . 

which I, who can never wish to see dependence multiplied, 
hope the spirit of English liberty will hinder or destroy. 

And he had followed this up with equally heavy lunges in his Life of 
Swift (“. . . an academy; the decrees of which every man would be 
willing, and many would have been proud to disobey”) and in his Life 
of Roscommon (“In this country an academy could be expected to do 
but little. „ . . We live in an age in which it is a kind of public sport to 
refuse all respect that cannot be enforced. The edicts of an English 
x\cademy would probably be read by many, only that they might be 
sure to disobey them”). 4 The idea of a legislated norm of correct lin¬ 
guistic usage was never at home in England. The great Oxford dictionary 
actually conceived and begun during Arnold’s lifetime was a project of a 
far different order, part of the empirical and investigative spirit of the 
age. The authority which it sought to establish was strictly a historical 

2 The Function of Criticism at the Present Time (First Series , p. 23). 

3 See Albert Baugh, A History of the English Language (New York, 1935)1 
Chapter IX, “The Appeal to Authority 1650-1800”; Sterling A. Leonard, 7 he Doc¬ 
trine of Correctness in English Usage , 1700-1800 (Madison, 19*9) > Allen Walker 
Read, “Suggestions for an Academy in England in the Latter Half of the Eighteenth 
Century,” MP, XXXVI (November, 1938), I4S-5& 

4 The passage on academies was added to the 1781 Life of Roscommon when 
Johnson constructed this by expanding a sketch published in the Gentleman's Maga¬ 
zine in 1748. 
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authority. But Arnold enjoyed a tall and successful aloofness from the 
historizing spirit of his times. He broadcast his criticism with a suave 
assurance that made him seem anything but a gauntly anachronistic and 
mistaken prophet, “Dryden and Pope,” he was to say in one of his later 
and most notorious pronouncements, “were classics of our prose.” It 
would have been difficult for an Englishman of Arnold’s time to par¬ 
ticipate more fully in the English Augustan spirit than Arnold does in 
his Literary Influence of Academies and Function of Criticism in the 
Present Time . Yet he did this with a difference. Swift in his Proposal to 
Lord Oxford (“Swift’s petty proposal,” Johnson called it) and in other 
essays on the theme had managed to sound no better than the sharp 
schoolmaster, a sensible, salutary, birch-rod influence, grammatical, phil¬ 
ological, precisian. Arnold elevated the academy for which the Augus- 
tans had yearned into a vantage point of Olympian vision, a regulator of 
culture in the lofty creative sense which the German philosophy had 
by this time made plausible. In place of the Germanic and Carlylean 
throb of lyric freedom, it is true that he wanted the serenely normative 
and tempering light from classic France. He spoke of a “sensitiveness of 
intelligence” which is ready to defer to “authority.” 5 But the nature of 
that authority! Without being very precise about it, he made it sound like 
a very wise and ultimate thing, something which in other essays he called 
“culture” and put even higher than religion. 


IV 

Yet an accent of uncertainty appears here and there in Arnold’s account 
of relations between the reasonable classic norm and the individual, non¬ 
conformist claims which are likely to be made by poetry—and especially, 
it would appear, by modern poetry. He entertains a notion that poetry 
proceeds from a certain honest energy. The English have plenty of this, 
and hence they do write poetry; for the same reason they write a vio¬ 
lent, Corinthian polemic prose; and they write as individuals. The French 
on the contrary have intelligence and something called “form,” and 
hence they write fine prose (not poetry—poetry has nothing to do with 
“form”), and they go beyond individual eccentricities, to produce not 
only prose but schools of prose. 0 

Poetry also has affinities for “magic.” The concept takes the form 
of “natural magic,” or “Celtic magic,” in Arnold’s retrospective expedi¬ 
tion into 18th-century Celtomania, the lectures of 1865-1866 entitled 
On the Study of Celtic Literature . “Magic is the word to insist upon,— 

* First Series, p. 49 * 

*The Literary Influence of Academies (First Senes , pp. 50-2). 
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a magically vivid and near interpretation of nature.” 7 (In its insistence 
not only on magic but on melancholy, Arnold’s pontification was to play 
a part in determining the color of the actual Celtic revival in Ireland a 
few decades later.) 8 In some contexts, “natural magic” is Arnold’s rend¬ 
ering of the “object” (“nature,” the familiar landscape under the charm 
of moonlight) which stood on one side of the Coleridgean reconciliation 
of subject and object. The other half of the formula, the “subject,” the 
human and moral kind of meaning, something much more congenial to 
Arnold, he called “moral profundity.” Keats, Shakespeare’s imperfect 
disciple, had an excess of natural magic, not enough moral profundity. 
Wordsworth had mainly moral profundity. Shakespeare had both quali¬ 
ties to the full. 9 

Arnold’s mixed regard for the major English poets of the preceding 
generation produced some of the most highly colored images which he 
has left us—Shelley a “beautiful and ineffectual angel, beating in the 
void his luminous wings in vain,” 1 Byron in the act of carrying across 
Europe “the pageant of his bleeding heart,” 2 Coleridge a “poet and 
philosopher wrecked in a mist of opium,” 3 Keats’s letters the “love letters 
of a surgeon’s apprentice.” 4 The reason for Arnold’s dislike of these 
poets was partly biographical, 5 and to that extent it was purely moral. 
He gives his most considered poetic reasons in the case of Byron: Byron 
had personality, talent, sincerity, strength, energy—but he lacked “mat¬ 
ter,” that is, a serious moral meaning. 8 

Arnold always has less difficulty in knowing what to admire in the 
classics. His Oxford lectures On Translating Homer , 1861, a disdainful 
reaction against the Teutonized, or Saxo-Norman, 7 translation by Francis 
William Newman, urge a conception of Homer as “eminently rapid,” 

7 O72 the Study of Celtic Literature and On Translating Homer (New York, 
1883), On the Study of Celtic Literature , VI, p. 122; cf. pp. 102, 126, 128. 

8 John V. KeUeher, “Matthew Arnold and the Celtic Revival,” in Perspectives 
of Criticism , ed. Harry Levin (Cambridge, Mass., 1952), pp. 197-227. 

9 Keats ( Second Series , p. 119). Cf. Maurice de Guerin (First Series, pp. 81-2). 

1 Second Series , pp. 203, 252, in both Shelley and Byron . 

2 Stanzas at the Grande Chartreuse . 

8 Second Series, p. 203, again apropos of Byron. 

4 Second Series, p. 103. 

5 And especially in the case of Shelley. Arnold’s distaste is a response to un¬ 
savory aspects of Shelley’s life which had recently been both revealed and defended 
in Dowden’s biography ( Second Series, pp. 206 ff.). 

6 Second Series , p. 193. 

7 The 19th-century Tcutonizing camp included such scholars as the Early Eng¬ 
lish Text Society founders F. J. Fumivall and R. C. Trench, the historian E. A. 
Freeman and the poets William Barnes and Gerard Manley Hopkins. Macaulay’s es¬ 
say on Boswell’s Johnson contains a good instance of the trend. Cf. Austin Warren, 
“Instress of Inscape,” in Gerard Manley Hopkins by the Kenyon Critics (Norfolk, 
* 945 )* pp. 82-6. For some 17th-century instances of Teutonizing and a protest 
against it, see Joseph Glanvill, An Essay Concerning Preaching, 1678, in Spingam, 
Essays, H, 274. 
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“eminently plain and direct,” “eminently noble.” 8 The argument is ruled 
in large measure by a concept of calm objectivity that is closely con¬ 
sonant with the theme of the classic action defined in 1853. Homer com¬ 
poses “with his eye on the object.” 9 He thus participates in a virtue 
which the same lectures define as the main requirement (lacking in the 
eccentric English) of a good criticism—a “simple lucidity of mind,” a 
capacity “to see the object as in itself it really is.” 1 

The concept of a loftily objective aim carries through Arnold’s 
career into his last important general pronouncement on poetics, the 
essay entitled The Study of Poetry which appears as introduction to 
T. H. Ward’s English Poets in 1880 and is reprinted as the first of the 
Essays in Criticism , Second Series , in 1888. The Aristotelian phrase 
philosophoteron kai spoudaioteron is cue for the Arnoldian phrase “truth 
and high seriousness,” expressing twin requirements of substance, failing 
in either of which a very good poet may fall far short of greatness. 
These requirements are found in the work of the few greatest poets, 
Homer, Dante, Milton, Shakespeare. Certain other ideas which appear 
in the essay of 1880 are taken up in the course of our next few pages. 


V 

“If he is not the greatest of English critics,” says H. W. Garrod, “his 
make-up of being so is in itself a piece of greatness; and not to enjoy it is 
a piece of stupidity.” 2 Fair enough. But if a further statement and sum¬ 
mary of Arnold’s position as developed by the end of his career be per¬ 
mitted a tone of moderate dissatisfaction, we would urge the following 
points. 

1. His argument about Homer relies not only on an idea of dignified 
substance but rather heavily on another idea—one merely hinted in 
1853—that of a classically objective style. Homer writes in the “grand 
style.” This phrase, used in the Preface of 1853 apropos of the Greeks 
in general and repeated during Arnold’s later years in two essays on 
Milton, expresses a stylistic (and somewhat chastened) version of the 
18th-century iMichelangelesque sublime. 3 “I think it will be found,” he 
says in some Last Words on Translating Homer , “that the grand style 

8 On the Study of Celtic Literature and On Translating Homer (New York, 
1883), £. 149. 

9 Op. cit.> p. 160. “Pope composes with his eye on the style.” 

1 Op. cit, pp. 199-200. Arnold reiterates the phrase a few years later with heavy 
emphasis in the opening pages of his lecture on The Function of Criticism ( First 
Series , pp. i, 6). Aud Sophocles, it will be remembered, “saw life steadily, 2 nd saw it 
whole.” 

2 Poetry and the Criticism of Life (Cambridge, Mass., 193 0 , p. 83. 

8 Trilling, Matthew Arnold , p. *73, points out Arnold’s familiarity with Reyn¬ 
olds* Discourses . 
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arises in poetry, when a noble nature, poetically gifted, treats with sim¬ 
plicity or with severity a serious subject.” 4 A similar concern not only 
for “substance” or “matter” but for “style” or “manner” runs through 
the important essay of 1880. 5 Both the substance and the style must have 
their “accent of high beauty, worth, and power.” In this complication of 
his theory beyond the simple demand for the “excellent” subject of the 
1853 Preface, there is a gain in critical insight—and not necessarily any 
contradiction. Yet one of Arnold’s most memorable new terms in this 
essay is “touchstones.” By this he means small pieces of poetry—“short 
passages, even single lines,” a line of Dante, of Chaucer, of Shakespeare, 
two lines of Milton—unmistakable examples of great poetry, such as a 
critic ought to carry about with him and apply as norms in the estimate 
of other poetry. This open appeal to the chunklet, the sample piece of 
precious stuff, is a rather startling shift toward the norm of style and 
away from the initial classic thesis of 1853 that the “action is all.” True, 
he says of his touchstone slightly misquoted from Chaucer (“O martyr 
souded in virginitcc.”): “A single line, however, is too little if we have 
not the strain of Chaucer’s verse well in our memory.” Still he is talking 
precisely about the “strain” of the verse. To make the touchstone test 
it would seem we do not have to know much if anything about the story 
of the little “elergeon.” 

2. On the other hand, the lofty purpose, the grand unified exclusive 
norm for poetry, the monolithic seriousness, which Arnold proclaims in 
1880, is a consistent enough development from the Preface of 1853, 
where the requirement of the grand action is completed by a disparag¬ 
ing reference to comedy and the “lighter kinds of poetry.” Comedy is 
good enough to take care of everyday materials, contemporary trifles. 
The “tragic poem,” the poem with a seriously useful meaning ( prag - 
viatic, Arnold actually calls it in 1853, taking the expression from Polyb¬ 
ius) requires the antique heroic subject matter. In 1880 Arnold has a 
more extended opportunity to betray his views on the comic modes of 
poerry. And we find that Chaucer is a poet of surpassingly fine style (a 
“divine liquidness of diction,” a “divine fluidity of movement”) and even 
of superior substance, in one sense (in his “large, free, simple, clear yet 
kindly view of human life”), but not in the full sense. He has truth, in 
short, but he lacks “high and excellent seriousness.” Dryden and Pope, 
those two great “classics of our prose,” were not “men whose criticism 
of life has a high seriousness,” or even any “poetic largeness, freedom, 

4 On the Study of Celtic Literature and On Translating Homier (New York, 
*883), p.265. 

5 For an earlier gesture at a stylistic definition of poetry, see,Heinrich Heine 
(Essays, First Series , p. 161): “Poetry is simply the most beautiful, impressive, and 
widely effective mode of saying things.” Cf. later Wordsworth (Second Series , p. 
128): “Poetry is nothing less than the most perfect speech of man, that in which he 
comes nearest to being able to utter the truth.” 
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insight, benignity.” The same low esteem of the Augustan mode works 
out in the patronizing estimate of Gray. 0 The basic lack of sympathy 
with the comic produces the meanly anaphoristic emphasis that the trou¬ 
ble with Burns’ poetry lies in “Scotch drink, Scotch religion, Scotch 
manners.” Burns’ “genuine criticism of life” is merely “ironic.” Arnold’s 
stomach for literature suffers limitations of delicacy. “No one can deny, 
he says in the passage on Scotland, “that it is of advantage to a poet to deal 
with a beautiful world.” And the retort of the 20th-century poet seems 
highly relevant: “It is an advantage to mankind in general to live in a 
beautiful world. . . . But the essential advantage for a poet is ... to be 
able to sec beneath both beauty and ugliness; to see the boredom, and the 
horror, and the glory.” 7 

3. Despite a partial submission to the historistic trend of his age 
(his congratulation of Shakespeare, for instance, because he “applied 
freely in literature the then modern ideas”), 8 Arnold never seems to set 
a correct value on the formal principle of anachronism in poctiy, the 
principle of rebirth in analogy and parody. The theoretical fault may be 
illustrated, ad homineui y in the Oxford Professor’s cold fiasco Merope: 
A Tragedy , his most determined attempt as a poet to avail himself of 
one of those great classically permanent actions described in the Preface 
of 1853. The return to Messenia in that “period of transition from the 
heroic and fabulous to the human and historic age of Greece” is made 
in a spirit all too literal. The noted actress Helena Faucit tactfully shied 
away from Arnold’s invitation to participate in this sort of thing. There 
were lessons in the metaphoric handling of the antique that Arnold had 
neglected to learn from Racine or Corneille, from Shakespeare’s Troilus 
and Cressida , or from Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde , the last of which 
one may be doubtful that he had ever read. The same kind of literal 
demand comes out in his theory of a Homeric translation (if not so 
flagrantly in the sample passages which he translates). Let the unhappy 
translator “not trust to his own judgment of his own work; he may be 
misled by individual caprices.” 

Let him ask how his work affects those who both know Greek 
and can appreciate poetry; whether to read it gives the Provost 
of Eton, or Professor Thompson of Cambridge, or Professor 
Jowctt here at Oxford, at all the same feeling which to read the 
original gives them. I consider that when Bentley said of Pope’s 
translation, “It was a pretty poem, but must not be called 

®F. R. Lcavis, “Revaluations (XI): Arnold as Critic,” Scrutiny, VII (December, 
1938), 319-32. 

7 T. S. Eliot, Use of Poetry , p. 98. “The vision of the horror and the glory was 
denied to Arnold, but he knew something of the boredom.” 

8 Heine (First Series , p. 176). 


447 The Amoldian Prophecy 

Homer,” the work, in spite of all its power and attractiveness, 

was judged. 9 

Here again there were lessons of the neo-classic age which Arnold 
might have read more tolerantly. What Ascham in The Scholemaster, 
what Dryden in his Prefaces to Ovid and the Sylvae, said about “meta¬ 
phrase,” “paraphrase,” “imitation,” might not have provided Arnold with 
a ready-made and sufficient view. The older school of translation, like 
Arnold, was looking for a certain spirit, a certain “feeling.” But in the 
freedom of their practice, verging on "imitation,” lay an insight, or per¬ 
haps merely a habit derived from live classical studies, which was foreign 
to the age of Arnold. Arnold’s arguments about translation (his stem 
rejection of Newman’s effort in search of an idiom) illustrate the growth 
of the historical sense in his era but also the limitations of that sense as 
the age applied it to poetry. He was running parallel to the more or less 
well informed archeologizing of the Shakespearian stage which had be¬ 
gun in the time of Macready. 

4. Another 20th-century critic has spoken of Arnold’s essays as 
“higher pamphleteering,” 1 and yet another has called Arnold “rather a 
propagandist for criticism than a critic.” 2 Very simply, very charac¬ 
teristically, and very rcpetitiously, Arnold spent his career in hammering 
the thesis that poetry is a “criticism of life.” This led to a spectacular in¬ 
volvement in some of the difficulties that have always appeared for 
' didactic theory. In the essay on The Function of Criticism at the Present 
Time, that function is described as the promotion of a lively circulation 
of the best ideas yet available to humanity, 3 and hence the production of 
a climate in which poetry can thrive. One “criticism” provides the set-up 
and encouragement for another “criticism,” and the embarrassment of 
equating poetry with some kind of quasi-philosophic discipline is greatly 
accentuated. One recent authority 4 on Arnold’s thought has interpreted 
his whole career as a tension between the impulse of detachment and 
that of practical application, between the Professor of Poetry and the 
Inspector of Schools. Arnold is frequently aware of the difficulty and 
attempts to qualify the phrase “criticism of life” as he applies it to po¬ 
etry. He introduces into the predicate of his definition of “poetry” a 
safety device of circularity, a kind of short-circuit fuse. A tabular ar¬ 
rangement of the most definite avowals in several of his essays will show 
the dilemma. 

9 On the Study of Celtic Literature and on Translating Homer (New York, 
*883), p. 144. 

X F. R. Leavis, Scrutiny, VII, 321. 

2 T. S. Eliot, The Sacred Wood (London, 1920), p. 1. 

’Literary criticism is “a disinterested endeavour to learn and propagate the 
best that is known and thought in the world, and thus to establish a current of fresh 
and true ideas” ( First Series, p. 37)- 

4 E. K. Brown, Matthew Arnold, A Study m Conflict (Chicago, 1948)- 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 448 

The end and aim of all literature is ... a criticism of life. 

— Joubert , 1864 (First Series , p. 303) 

Poetry is at bottom a criticism of life. 

— Wordsworth , 1879 ( Second Series , p. 143) 

Poetry [is] a criticism of life under the conditions fixed for 
such a criticism by the laws of poetic truth and poetic beauty. 

— The Study of Poetry , 1880 ( Second Seiies } p. 5; cf. p. 48) 

I have seen it said that I allege poetry to have for its charac¬ 
teristic this: that it is a criticism of life; and that I make it to be 
thereby distinguished from prose, which is something else. So 
far from it, that when I first used this expression, a criticism of 
life , now many years ago, it was to literature in general that I 
applied it, and not to poetry in especial. ‘The end and aim of 
all literature,’ I said, ‘is, if one considers it attentively, nothing 
but that; a criticism of life' And so it surely is; the main end 
and aim of all our utterance, whether in prose or in verse, is 
surely a criticism of life. We are not brought much on our 
way, I admit, towards an adequate definition of poetry as dis¬ 
tinguished from prose by that truth; still a truth it is, and po¬ 
etry can never prosper if it is forgotten. In poetry, however, 
the criticism of life has to be made conformably to the laws of 
poetic truth and poetic beauty. 1 

— Byroriy 1881 (Second Series , pp. 186-7) 

VI 

Arnold’s didacticism reaches its mature and accurate formulation in the 
sentence so often quoted from the opening of the 1880 Essay: 

More and more mankind will discover that we have to turn to 
poetry to interpret life for us, to console us, to sustain us. With¬ 
out poetry, our science will appear incomplete; and most of 
what now passes with us for religion and philosophy will be 
replaced by poetry. 

(“But now I only hear Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar. . . . And 
we are here as on a darkling plain . , .”) Arnold marks out a didactic 
function for poetry without any of the optimistic frenzy which buoyed 
the utterances of a Shelley or a Carlyle. He speaks with a levei precision 
and a resolved firmness that make his prophecy all the more appalling. 
In the essays of broader cultural and quasi-religious scope which ^ 

1 The essay on Wordsworth includes lengthy disavowal*; i& e an ap . 

proval of the doctrines expressed in Wordsworth’* poetry. 


449 The Arnoldian Prophecy 

cupied his middle period, 1867-1877, especially in Culture and Anarchy , 
1869, he had expounded in somewhat more detail the kind of new mes¬ 
sage—the ‘‘sweetness and light,” the blend of Hebraic spirituality and 
obedience with Hellenistic critical spirit—which it should be the aim of 
“culture” and of poetic education to propagate. Religion had once done 
a fairly good job, but religion now seemed to Arnold to reside mainly 
in religious “organizations,” and these were only “machinery.” The 
highest promotion of the sweet, clear inner life would now be the job 
of “culture.” The text would be the Greek classics. 2 

If we look at Arnold’s most direct combat with science, a Cambridge 
lecture entitled Literature and Science , first printed in 1882, we discover 
the battle positions to be not so much different from'those of the Peacock- 
Shelley incident. We see the names of the new generation of scientific 
bravos: Huxley, pronouncing a “funeral oration” on literary education 
at the opening of a college in Birmingham; Renan, Spencer, Darwin, and 
the liberal politician John Bright. A congress of elementary school teach¬ 
ers at Sheffield hears a proposal that the schools and the universities 
should come together on the common ground of natural science. On the 
ground of the dead languages, they can not. Arnold’s rebuttal shares 
much with Shelley. It differs, however, in a more antiseptically confident 
tone, a quality of assurance that is even quasi-scientific. Arnold is on the 
stand to testify that literature is not, as Professor Huxley believes, merely 
belles lettres . Literature reaches out and begins with all knowledge, 
political, social, scientific—it is literally and inclusively “the best which 
has been thought and said in the world.” Literature will be up with the 
latest scientific data. It will face even Mr. Darwin’s proposition that the 
human ancestor was “a hairy quadruped furnished with a tail and pointed 
ears, probably arboreal in his habits.” But literature (or the humane part 
of it, “humane letters”) will go beyond all mere “instrument” knowl¬ 
edge and all merely “natural” knowledge; it will grasp knowledge in 
relation with the human “sense for conduct,” the human “sense for 
beauty.” Shelley’s Defense had said much (in richly emotive terms) about 
“emotion,” which was the efficient cause of moral action, even if it was 
not the faculty of moral definition. But there was no intimation in Shelley 
that ultimately there were not good enough grounds for the emotions 
of which he spoke. Arnold’s more scientifically circumspect profession 
of faith does try to keep the tweezers between his truth-searching fac¬ 
ulty and that highly desirable yet untruthful element of emotion. 

The middle age could do without humane letters, as it could do 
without the study of nature, because its supposed knowledge 
was made to engage its emotions so powerfully. Grant that the 
supposed knowledge disappears, its power of being made to en- 

2 Consult Sweetness and Light , the concluding Oxford lecture of 1867, which 
becomes the first chapter of Culture and Anarchy, 1869. 
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gage the emotions will of course disappear along with it—but 
the emotions will remain. Now if we find by experience that 
humane letters have an undeniable power of engaging the emo¬ 
tions, the importance of humane letters in man’s training be¬ 
comes not less, but greater, in proportion to the success of 
science in extirpating what it calls “medieval thinking.” 3 


VII 


Arnold was of course not the only voice of his kind to be heard during 
the long Victorian era. In America the ethical idealism of the New Eng¬ 
land litterateurs in the “classical” period, notably Emerson, is at least 
as traceable an influence as that of Arnold in the development of a 
“Genteel Tradition” 4 that has carried far into our own century. One of 
the most aesthetically acceptable—brilliantly cautious—statements of a 
moral perspective upon literature to appear during the whole period 
was that in the prefaces and other critical essays of Henry James. All 
art, he would say, is in basis moral. (He was speaking against Gautier’s 
Part pour Part , and no less against the naturalism of Balzac.) 5 Both in art 
and in criticism, “the moral sense and the artistic sense lie very near to¬ 
gether.” “In each of the parts there is something of each of the other 
parts ” 6 

There is one point at which the moral sense and the artistic 
sense lie very near together; that is, in the light of the very 
obvious truth that the deepest quality of a work of art will al¬ 
ways be the quality of the mind of the producer. In proportion 
as that mind is rich and noble, will the novel, the picture, the 
statue, partake of the substance of beauty and truth. To be con¬ 
stituted of such elements is, to my vision, to have purpose 
enough. No good novel will ever proceed from a superficial 
mind; that seems to me an axiom which, for the artist of fiction, 
will cover all needful ground. 7 


A medley of such voices was very friendly to the rise in academic 
America shortly after the turn of the century of a new humanistic and 
ethical school of criticism which, through the resounding efforts mainly 
of two champions, kept a hearing for about thirty years. It is true that 


3 Literature and Science , in Four Essays on Life and Letters , ed. E. K. Brown 
(New York, 1947)* PP- 109-10. 

4 CL George Santayana, The Genteel Tradition at Bay (New York, 193*). 

5 French Poets and Novelists (London, 1919), pp. 14, 31-56, ”6, essays on Baude¬ 
laire Gautier, Balzac; Notes on Novelists (New York, 1914), pp. 122, 126, on Balzac. 

*of he Art of Fiction , in Partial Portraits (London, 1911), pp. 404-61 392 . Cf. 
Morris Roberts, Henry James's Criticism (Cambridge, Mass., 1929), p. 63. 

?Beginning of last paragraph of The Art of Fiction. 
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Paul Elmer iVIore in the Seventh volume (1910) of his long series of 
Shelburne Essays utters a lament for the deficiencies of a kind of cul¬ 
ture” which he tries to define by pairing Arnold with a much earlier 
English critic, the Deist Shaftesbury. “The fault,” he says, “lay not in 
any intrinsic want of efficiency in the critical spirit, nor in any want of 
moral earnestness.” “These men were lacking in another direction: they 
missed a philosophy which could bind together their moral and their 
aesthetic sense, a positive principle besides the negative force of ridicule 
and irony.” Thus they left criticism open to subjectivism, impressionism, 
and moral anarchy. * * * * 8 9 Here was a tightening of the belt—or a promise of 
sharper teeth for the ethical tradition. In More himself, humanism en¬ 
joyed an overt alliance with religion and so of course was not the pure 
Arnoldian critique of life. But in More’s Harvard colleague Irving Bab¬ 
bitt, the concepts of “insight” into the Higher Will through literary 
symbol and a consequent “inner check” upon romantic emotive expan¬ 
siveness and naturalistic descendentalism (“romanticism on all fours”) 
received a treatment which in the purity of its withdrawal from revealed 
religion 0 surpassed even the cultural dreams of Arnold. Babbitt’s cam¬ 
paign in its negative phases, his attack om Rousseau, romanticism, and all 
that, is crow’ded with richly reported and bizarre incidents and luridly 
lit up with the flambeaux of his indignant rhetoric. His positive schemes, 
however, are more thinly delineated, his main illustrative appeals, to the 
drama of the Greeks, but sketchily intimated. Babbitt showed a heavy 
hand when late in his career he tried close dealing with an actual work 
of romantic English literature. His censure of Coleridge’s imaginative 
control in The Ancient Mariner seems the all but fanatical result of a 
theory of literature that was not in fact literary. The twin detonations 
in 1930 of two anthologies, one for the new humanists and one against 
them, announced the end of a didactic critical movement which, ade¬ 
quately defined in Arnold’s terms of 1880, had in the humanism of his 
successors moved no nearer to a distinct concern for literature. 


SUPPLEMENT 

The history of the creative arts is long 

But the belief in art as the supreme 

Criterion of experience is as new 

8 “Criticism,” in Shelburne Essays , Seventh Series (New York, 1910), pp. 223-4. 
Cf. Zabel, Literary Opinion in America , p. 30. 

9 More defined Babbitt’s kind of humanism as “the study and practice of the 
principles of human happiness uncomplicated by naturalistic dogmas on the one side 
and religious dogmas on the other” (On Being Human , Princeton, 1936, p. 18). Bab¬ 
bitt’s parleying with Buddhism was a largely philosophic performance. 
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As the electric light. Our poets belong 
In dangerous numbers to this strange persuasion. 

Small wonder that they live like ghosts and perish 

Without biographies; small wonder too 

That they adopt an adjective for their name 

And soberly defer to those who wear 

The title of Intellectual. Poets by hosts 

Spring fully armed from pure obscurity 

To bay like demons at us and to slay 

The man in front; our brawls are commonplaces. 

All rime more or less 
Has a religious ancestry, for man. 

The evidence says, is a believing being. 

Nor does it follow that the civilized, 

The secular and the profane in art must fail 
For lack of faith—thus too the evidence. 

What here pertains is the solicitude 
Of modem artists for their missing gods, 

Our attitude of nervous self-defence 
Against the emotions roused by great belief, 

Our purely literary use of Christ 
In painting, prose and rime, our use of Christ 
In any cynical neo-Christian sense 
Or even with that perfunctory good-will 
Which characterizes Tolerance. 

By now the plaints of Arnold are too stale 
For repetition, yet it is curious 
I think to make comparison of his lush 
Nostalgia for the Age of Faith with ours 
Which is nostalgia madly furious. 

In part that deep Victorian melancholy 
Is father to our more frantic abnegation 
Of all the supernatural. Rime must refer 
Anti-rcligiously to belief and nature, 

Or else create the kind of nomenclature 
Which hints at natural science. 

—Karl Shapiro, Essay on Rime (New York, 1945), pp. 52-4, “The Confu¬ 
sion in Belief,” copyright 1945 by Karl Shapiro. Reprinted by permission 
of Random House, Inc. 

Poems by Alexander Smith, a volume recently published in London, and by 
this time reprinted in Boston, deserve attention. They have obtained in England 
a good deal more notice than is usually accorded there to first volumes of 
verse; nor is this by any means to be ascribed to the mere fact that the writer 
is, as we are told, a mechanic; though undoubtedly that does add to their ex- 
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ternal interest, and perhaps also enhances their intrinsic merit. It is to this, per¬ 
haps, that they owe a force of purpose and character which makes them a 
grateful contrast to the ordinary languid collectanea published by young men 
of literary habits; and which, on the whole, may be accepted as more than 
compensation for many imperfections of style and taste. 

• • • • 

We do not at all mean to prepare the reader for finding the great poetic 
desideratum in this present Life-Drama. But it has at least the advantage, such 
as it is, of not showing much of the litterateur or connoisseur, or indeed the stu¬ 
dent; nor is it, as we have said, mere pastoral sweet piping from the country. 
These poems were not written among books and busts, nor yet 

By shallow rivers, to whose falls 
Melodious birds sing madrigals. 

They have something substantive and lifelike, immediate and first-hand, about 
them. There is a charm, for example, in finding, as we do, continual images 
drawn from the busy scats of industry; it seems to satisfy a want that we have 
long been conscious of, when we see the black streams that welter out of fac¬ 
tories, the dreary lengths of urban and suburban dustiness, 

the squares and streets 
And the faces that one meets, 

irradiated with a gleam of divine purity. 

There arc moods when one is prone to believe that, in these last days, no 
longer by “clear spring or shady grove,” no more upon any Pindus or Parnas¬ 
sus, or by the shady side of any Castaly, are the true and lawful haunts of the 
poetic powers: but, we could believe it, if anywhere, in the blank and desolate 
streets, and upon the solitary bridges of the midnight city, where Guilt is, and 
wild Temptation, and the dire Compulsion of what has once been done—there, 
with these tragic sisters around him, and with Pity also, and pure Compassion, 
and pale Hope, that looks like Despair, and Faith in the garb of Doubt, there 
walks the discrowned Apollo, with unstrung lyre; nay, and could he sound it, 
those mournful Muses would scarcely be able as of old, to respond and “sing 
in turn with their beautiful voices.” 

Empedocles on Etna and other Poems, with its earlier companion volume. The 
Strayed Reveller and other Poems, are, it would seem, the productions (as is, or 
was, the English phrase) of a scholar and a gentleman; a man who has received 
a refined education, seen refined “society,” had been more, we dare say, in the 
world, which is called the world, than in all likelihood has a Glasgow me¬ 
chanic. More refined, therefore, and more highly educated sensibilities,—too 
delicate, are they, for common service?—a calmer judgment also, a more poised 
and steady intellect, the sic cum lumen of the soul; a finer and rarer aim per¬ 
haps, and certainly a keener sense of difficulty, in life;—these are the character¬ 
istics of him whom we are to call “A.” 

—[Arthur Hugh Clough], review of “Recent English Poetry,” North 

American Review, LXXVII (July, 1853), 1, 4-5, 12 
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Whitman , confidence in the common ?nan y Farrington's 
Main Currents, Max Eastman , Edmund Wilson , “An Au¬ 
topsy” — VII . “ expression” awi “communication” Ortega 
y Gasset , The Revolt of the Masses, ffce “commonplace 
mind” The Dehumanization of Art, exclusiveness and 
withdrawal § 


T he arnoldian prophecy was directed toward the future of some 
autonomous poetic power—appealing for authority, so far as it 
made any such appeal, to the Hellenic and the Hebraic past. Po¬ 
etry was not to take orders from, but to take the place of, modem phi¬ 
losophy and religion. Poetry was to tell science what science was work¬ 
ing for. The fact was, however, that the most urgently didactic trend 
in European literary theory of the 19th century aimed at making poetry 
something far other than an autonomous power or an antique authority. 
This trend was already well under way in Arnold’s time and was des¬ 
tined to arrive at its zenith in the English-speaking world during the 
earlier 20th century, at about the same time as the less aggressively 
launched campaign of neo-humanism. This was to be a didacticism com¬ 
mitted to the exposition and advancement of a dogma that would receive 
its definition from a quite unpoetic authority. In its mature phase, it was 
to issue in a propagandism that far outdid in abstractive solidarity any¬ 
thing ever attempted by poetry in the ages of Christian humanism. In 
Arnold’s day the movement was gaining most headway in continental 
places somewhat removed from his observation; and nearer home, in 
France, it was apparently not one of the things which most engaged 
his attention. 

Four main emphases, closely inter-reliant, appear in the post- 
Hegelian literary thought of the mid-century continent. These are the 
historical, the scientific, the realistic, the sociological. In place of the 
Hegelian “spirit” which worked the dialectical play and counter-play of 
the historical process, post-Hegelianism produced the dialectic of purely 
material forces, the mystique of time and progress. Nevertheless, the 
idea of a certain kind of function and future for poetry fared not badly. 
Science with social programs was more inclusive in its tolerance than 
the simply rationalistic enlightenment of an earlier era. Science with such 
alliances could even perhaps make better offers than could metaphysical 
idealism. Whereas Hegel, the idealistic encyclopedist of the arts, had ar¬ 
rived at a view of metaphysical fulfillment which meant the end of art 
and prophesied for it no future at all, the French positivism of Saint- 
Simon, Proudhon, 1 and Comte, in a manner curiously akin to the vision 
1 Du principe de Part et dc sa destination so rial e y 1865. 
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of Schelling, Friedrich Schlegel, or Shelley, assigned to art a gloriously 
continuing imaginative function in the phases of human advancement 
that were to succeed upon the outmoded eras of religion and meta¬ 
physics. At the same time, another sort of French positivism, that repre¬ 
sented most notably by the literary philosopher and historian Taine, 
prescribed a rigorous study of literature in its origins (the determining 
forces of race , milieu , and moment ). And this prescription in the long 
run had very noticeable effects upon the actual study of literature not 
only in France but abroad. To construct literary methodologies on the 
principle of an expansively propagandist future for poetry never became 
very practicable. But the richly various conditions under which literature 
had been produced in the past, the economic, the social, the religious, 
the total of influences on art which Taine called “moral temperature,” 
these made an increasingly inviting field for the application of the “ex¬ 
perimental” method. 

So far as the definition of art itself was concerned, much was bor¬ 
rowed from German romantic idealism—even by Taine himself 2 —and 
by other French aestheticians of the romantic generation (Cousin, Jouf- 
froy, and their successors) as they assumed various postures of modera¬ 
tion, compromise, or merger, in response to the increasingly historical, 
realistic, and social claims of the age. 3 


II 


“Realism” —if we may use the term broadly to mean a reaction against 
a number of tilings that were thought in the mid-19th-century to be un- 
real, not only Gothic romance, picaresque adventure, and allegorical fan¬ 
tasy but classic composure and conservative morality—realism as an 
aesthetic norm comes into view not only for literary but for pictorial art 
at about the same time, in the exhibition by Courbet of 1855 and the 
publication of Flaubert’s Madame Bovary in 1856. Flaubert’s theory of 
realism was concerned with the professional procedures of a novelist. He 
conceived a scientific detachment, a coolness and care, in the observa¬ 
tion of materials. He made a trip to Egypt to study the scenery for his 
novel Salavrmbo . “Flaubert, the son and brother of distinguished physi¬ 
cians,” Sainte-Beuve would say, “holds his pen like a scalpel.” 4 At the 
same time it can scarcely be said that the novels of Flaubert actually 


2 Cf. Iredell Jenkins, “Hippolyte Taine and the Background of Modem Aes¬ 
thetics,” Modem Schoolman , XX (March 1943)1 141-56. 

8 Victor Cousin (1792-1867), Theodore Jouffroy (1796-1842), Victor de La- 
pradc (1812-83), Jcan-Charles Levcque (1818-1900). L „ , 

4 Causeries du Lundi (1857-70), XIII, 363; from a manuscript chapter by Rene 

Wellek. 
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exhibit a very servile rendering of natural objects. “People believe I am 
taken with the real,” he said—“whereas I detest it.” 5 In the theoretical 
manifestoes which accompany the realist movement in painting, how¬ 
ever, and notably in the codification of Courbet’s friend Castagnary, 
there are no such sophistications. 

The painter of our own time will live our own life, with our 
own habits and our own ideas. He will take the feelings he gets 
from the look of things in our society, and give them back to us 
in pictures where we recognize ourselves and our own surround¬ 
ings. It will not do to lose sight of the fact that we ourselves 
are both the subject and the object of art: art is the expression 
of ourselves for our own sake. 6 

“To make verses,” says Courbet himself, in a way that happily shows 
us the bearing of the doctrine on literature, “is unfair; to speak in a 
fashion different from all the world, that is an aristocratic pose.” 7 Cour¬ 
bet’s critics spoke of his “scrupulous imitation of nature,” the “signature 
of nature itself,” his “democratic brush.” 8 But the Courbet phase of 
French realism was regarded even by its promoters as a transitional 
moment. 9 Inherent in its sociological implications, the here and now 
democratic “truth” which it pursued, was the notion of the ordinary, 
and hence the notion of the monotonous, the meager, the drab, the under¬ 
privileged, even the seamy. And this realism rather quickly intensified 
into the phase called “naturalism.” Of this phase the greatest exponent 
was Zola. Literary “realism” and “naturalism” constituted an aesthetic 
centered in the prose novel, which was the literary genre most directly 
dedicated to the social problems of the 19th century. The naturalistic 
novelist conceived himself as a scientific sociologist and psychologist, an 
experimentalist working with his hypotheses like a scientist in a labora¬ 
tory. The object of the experiment was the social organism. One had to 
tell the truth about it, not fairy tales. One might admit only (when talk¬ 
ing about the “constant evolution of the human spirit”) that the eye of 
the observer did color the picture. The literary artist gave “a come; of 

5 Gustave Flaubert, Correspondence, III (Paris, 1892), 67-8. The statement is 
made apropos of Madavie Bovary. “On vie croit epris du reel, taridis que je Pexecre, 
car e'est en haine du realisme que fai entrepris ce roman? Melvin Friedman. “Pas¬ 
sages on Aesthetics from Flaubert’s Correspondence,” Quarterly Review of Litera¬ 
ture, IV [1949I, 390-400, gives us a translation of “the total ... of Flaubert’s com¬ 
ments on aesthetics.” Cf. Gilbert an£ £ u *hn, pp. 492. 

“Jules Antoine O l^gnary, Salons ( iSsi-lo), I (Paris, 1891), 187. Cf. Gilbert 
and Kuhn. ‘ 

-»t'p* 40 1-3- ... „ 

7 Emile Gros-Kost, Courbet , Souvenirs mtrmes , 1880, p. 31. 

8 H. d’Ideville, Gustave Courbet , Notes et documents sur sa vie et son oeuvre , 
(Paris, 1878), pp. 107 ff. Gros-Kost and Ideville are quoted from Gilbert and Kuhn 
(pp. 481-2), to whom our account of Courbet is substantially indebted. 

9 Cf. Harry Levin, “What is Realism?” and Albeit J. Salvan, “L'Essence du 
realisme frangais in Comparative Literature , III (Summer, 1951)1 193 - 9 . *18-3. 
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nature seen through a temperament.” 1 Zola’s theoretical treatise, Le 
Roman Experimental , 1880, describes the setting up of the initial condi¬ 
tions, the release of the action (the life of a libertine, for instance, such 
as Hulot in Balzac's La Comine Bette), then the patient observation by 
the scientist-novelist, leading to a sober knowledge, 2 rich in practical 
implications for the improvement of society. 3 The novelist aimed at noth¬ 
ing less than a supreme knowledge, how to be “master of good and evil, 
how to rule life, how to rule society.” 4 Zola found an authoritative 
manual of instruction for his new literary procedure in the Introduction 
a F etude de la medecine experimentale by Claude Bernard. Bernard was 
so much to the point that in taking over his ideas Zola needed to do little 
more than change the word “physician” to “novelist.” 5 

The experimental novel is a result of the scientific development 
which has occurred in this century; it is a continuation and 
complement to the science of physiology which in turn de¬ 
pends upon chemistry and physics; it substitutes for the study 
of man as an abstraction, man as a metaphysical entity, the 
study of the natural man, man as the subject of physico-chemi¬ 
cal laws, a being determined by the influences of his environ¬ 
ment. 6 

Or, as Zola expressed it in his “Plans” for a vast saga of determinism: 
Study men like simple elements and note the reactions. 

What matters most to me is to be purely naturalistic, purely 
physiological. Instead of having principles (royalism, Cathol¬ 
icism) I shall have laws (heredity, atavism). ... I am satisfied 
to be a scientist, to tell of that which exists, while seeking the 
underlying reasons. ... A simple expose of the facts of a fam¬ 
ily by showing the interior mechanisms which direct them. 7 

1 Le Naturalisme au Theatre, in Le Roman Experimental, ed. Maurice le Blond 
(Paris, n.d.), p. 92. 

2 Le Roman Experimental, cd. Maurice le Blond, p. 16: “Des qiCil a eu choisi 
son sujet, il est parti des fails observes, puis il a institue son experience en soumettant 
Hulot a une serie d'epreuves, en le faisant passer par certains milieux, pour montrer 
le fonctionnement du mecanisme de sa passion” 

8 P. 28. Gilbert and Kuhn, p. 484, quote by contrast the romantic nature wor¬ 
ship and fetichism of Zola's La Faute de VAbbe Mouret: “Oh good Earth, take me, 
thou that art the common mother, the sole source of life, thou the eternal, immortal, 
where the soul of the world circles. . . ." 

4 P. 28: “Etre maitre du bien et du ntal, regler la vie, regler la societe, resoudre 
d la longue tous les problemes du socialisme” 

a P. 1: “Ce ne sera done qiCune compilation de textes;—lc plus souvent, il vie 
sufjira de rcviplacer le mot 'medeciri par le mot ‘ rvmancier,’ pour rendre ma pensee 
claire et lui apporter la rigeur d'une verite scientifique” 

6 P. 27. 

7 Matthew Josephson, Zola and His Time (New York, The Book League 
Monthly, I, 1, November, 1928), pp. 97-8, quoting Zola's manuscript Plans for La 
Fortune'des Rougon, in the Bibliothcque Nationale, Paris. 
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Perhaps the most instructive later variations on the theme occur in 
America during the years around the turn of the century—where, in the 
utterances of Howells, for instance, we may observe scientific realism 
in moderately developed conflict with genteel idealism, or where Frank 
Norris shows that the lustiest pursuit of naturalism is capable of fantastic, 
even Gothic, realizations. Norris’ Responsibilities of the Novelist , 1903, 
is the American counterpart of Zola’s Le Roman Experimental and the 
vindication of Norris’ own novels, with their Zolaesque accumulation of 
careful detail, their studious concern for environment as the shaper of 
character, for disease, for brutality and violence. His canvas was 
crowded not only with weakness and misery but with primitive strong 
men and robustly animal women. Wheat workers clash with railroad 
management in a frontier contest of gigantic—nearly cosmic—proportions 
and implications. He combined an aim at disinterested, scientific ob¬ 
jectivity with an evolutionary optimism about the collective future of 
mankind which it was difficult for readers of Herbert Spencer in that 
era to escape. And so his theory was not uncorruptly naturalistic. In an 
early essay he wrote: 

The naturalist takes no note of common people, common in so 
far as their interests, their lives, and the things that occur in 
them are common, are ordinary. Terrible things must happen 
to the characters of the naturalistic tale. They must be twisted 
from the ordinary, wrenched from'the quiet uneventful round 
of every-day life and flung into the throes of a vast and terrible 
drama that works itself out in unleashed passions, in blood, and 
in sudden death. 8 

“Norris,” says a recent historian, “knew that naturalistic fiction was 
a peculiar kind of adventure story. To write such stories, it helped 
to be able to think of modem business men as the descendants of the 
aggressive Anglo-Saxons carrying out their fighting instincts, not in war, 
but in trade.” Naturalism, Norris came to believe, “is a form of roman¬ 
ticism, not an inner circle of realism.” 9 

“Naturalism” had all along made a strong claim to be socially 
oriented. It showed a modern conscience for the plight of the working 

8 Editorial in the San Francisco Wave , quoted by Franklin Walker, Frank Nor¬ 
ris: A Biography (New York, 1932), p. 83. Cf. Charles Child Walcutt, “Frank Norris 
and the Search for Form,” University of Kansas City Review , XIV (Winter, 1947)« 
126-36; and “Frank Norris on Realism and Naturalism,” American Literature , XIII 
(March, 1941), 61-3, convincing observations on Norris’ failure to shape his novels 
consistently on a philosophy of scientific determinism. Moral responsibility was al¬ 
ways breaking in. 

9 William Van O’Connor, An Age of Criticism , 1900-1950 (Chicago, 1952), 
P- 42. Our account of Norris is substantially indebted to O’Connor. Cf. Norris, The 
Responsibilities of the Novelist (New York, 1903)* PP- *14-15: “Zok. ^been 
dubbed a Realist, but he is, on the contrary, the very head of the Romanticists.” 
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classes. It dealt with ordinary folk here and now, or with the kind of 
destiny and problems that most people experienced, not with moated 
castles, elfin knights, exotic love stories, border outlaws, or any other 
fantasies dreamed out of the now irrelevant feudal past or invoked 
from parts of the world still under the spell of that past. That is, natu¬ 
ralism was contemporary and socially didactic. But whether it was in 
any very strict sense “natural” or “true,” or scientifically real or true, 
might all along have been considered another question—with obvious 
embarrassments to an affirmative answer. Courbet’s paintings no less 
than Frank Norris’ novels exhibit a much clearer relation to a philos¬ 
ophy and a spirit than to either the 19th-century fact of photography 
or to any physically determinable features of French peasant life or of 
Chicago industrialism. 


Ill 


In Czarist Russia of the mid-19th-century, 1 a didactic theory of litera¬ 
ture was strongly invited not only by political and social conditions but 
by the actual pre-eminence of a generation of socially conscious novel¬ 
ists. At the same time, Russian police censorship helped to make 
literary book reviewing a covert vehicle for much political, social, and 
moral criticism. The notion deeply inherent in German romantic 
literary historiography and in the ideology of romantic nationalism, that 
literature should be the expression of a national spirit (the symbol of 
the inner life of the nation, the national physiognomy), carried over 
into Russia in the writing of the first Russian critic to attain more than 
local importance, Vissarion Belinsky (1811-1848), and in that of his 
disciples who wrote during the decades following his death. 2 Marxist 
critics of the 20th century have looked back to Belinsky with reverence. 
The reviews and essays of Belinsky and his disciples deal with Pushkin, 
Gogol, Lermontov, Turgenev, Dostoevsky, and Tolstoy according to in¬ 
creasingly rigorous standards of realism and social relevance. These 
critics were on the lookout for empirical reality, for the moment in 
history, for social and national needs, and for corresponding responsi¬ 
bilities in literature. They merged the classical norm of the universal 


1 This account of pre-Tolstoyan Russian critics follows manuscript chapters 
of the third volume of Professor Rene Wcllek’s A History of Modern Criticism , now 
in progress. See his “Social and Aesthetic Values in Russian Nineteenth-Century 
Literary Criticism (Belinskii, Chemyshcvskii, Dobroliubov, Pisarev),” in Continuity 
and Change in Russian and Soviet Tbought } ed. Ernest J. Simmons (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1955), pp. 381-97. Examples of Belinsky’s criticism may be found in Selected 
Philosophical Works, translated anonymously (Moscow, 1948) and of Dobrolyubov’s 
in Selected Philosophical Essays, ed. J. Fineberg (Moscow, 1948). . . 

* Nikolay Chemyshevsky (18*8-89), Nikolay Dobrolyubov (i8j<S-6i), Dmitri 

Pisarev (1840^8) • 
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with romantic theories of mythopoeia in a pressing demand that the 
literary artist create human types according to new patterns of social 
significance. They considered that the only real literature was the ex¬ 
pression of the historically developing national spirit, the dialectic 
movement of the political and economic idea. That movement provided 
a norm for distinguishing between the eternal and the ephemeral in 
literature. The greatest authors were the ones most closely identified 
with the community and its evolution, those who divined the needs of 
their time, expressed its spirit, represented their contemporaries. Belin¬ 
sky’s disciple Dobrolyubov was the originator of the idea that novelists 
might do this independently of, or even contrary to, their conscious in¬ 
tentions. The function of criticism might be to explain hidden social 
meanings. At the genetic level, these critics shifted the responsibility 
for the work of art from the artist to his age. They made it a pure result 
of the historical process. They conceived it more and more as an expres¬ 
sion relentlessly forced up out of the national consciousness under pres¬ 
sure exerted by the stream of history. They saw inevitable sequences of 
literary genres (as from lyric to epic to drama) both in national history 
and in the growth of individual poets. 

On occasions they appeared as reactionaries against romantic pri¬ 
mitivism and specifically against folk poetry as a thing socially implicated 
in a serf-civilization, a survival from an undesirable and irrecoverable 
past. They were apt also to speak severely against “pure art” or the 
pleasure art of erotic and convivial themes, dissolute adventures. Pisarev, 
the most rigidly naturalistic monist of the group, the author of a notori¬ 
ous paper entitled “The Destruction of Aesthetics” (1865), reduced 
aesthetics to psychology and hygiene, observing that “every healthy 
and normal person is beautiful.” He would concede some usefulness to 
the art of drawing, but only for the illustration of scientific books. He 
said that no man of that generation who had genuine intelligence and 
talent could spend his life “piercing sensitive hearts with iambs and 
anapests.” The main technical emphasis of this whole family of critics 
was on a faithful naturalistic reporting, a lifelike renditipn of the social 
organism, the stages of its development. Belinsky spoke of Russian writers 
since Gogol as the “natural school.” 

Belinsky himself did not propose any simply didactic aim, like the 
overthrow of autocracy or the emancipation of the serfs—though 
he moved in this direction and his disciples moved further. Compared 
with the French positivists, Saint-Simon, Proudhon, Comte, these Rus¬ 
sian critics had less to say about the glorious didactic future of art, more 
about immediate sociological realism, but their social emphasis had deeply 
and cnduringly didactic implications. In the work of Belinsky’s disciples, 
deterministic materialism, hedonistic utilitarianism, and enlightened ego¬ 
ism unite paradoxically with fervor for social reform and a revolu- 
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tionary spirit of sacrifice and social optimism. They combine the view 
that any art which has ever been faithful to its historic moment has 
been for that reason right (even bad taste if pervasive enough expresses 
a spirit and a time) with a second view, sometimes not distinguished from 
the first, that the historic development of the mid-19th century is in 
itself a superior thing. Time and history take on the ambivalent character 
of an inevitable (blind and neutral) progression which is, however, in its 
present moment the only truth and is to be promoted with ardent loyalty. 

IV 

The greatest Russian literary figure to participate in the 19th-century 
complex of socio-realistic theory and the writer whose pronouncements 
on art have impinged with most authority on the English literary mind, 
was undoubtedly Tolstoy—“the conscience of Russia” in his time, “the 
conscience of the world,” “the conscience of humanity.” 3 One might 
suppose offhand that Tolstoy could not very readily be assimilated to the 
materialistic trend of Russian social theory. He was in his middle age a 
violent convert to a certain kind of Christian thinking. A period of 
furious tractarian activity followed the production of the great novels. 
And it is a religious theory of literature that near the end of his life 
issues in his thunderously deliberate denunciation of all that he himself 
and all that European artists for 300 years had created. Tolstoy’s What 
Is Art?, 1898, was published simultaneously in both Russian and English 
and was widely honored by English readers for its weight and elabora¬ 
tion and for its many passages of profound insight and passionate con¬ 
viction. It pursued a religious argument—not, however, in the traditional 
sense. The religious feelings aroused in Tolstoy as he looks back over 
his career as liberal aristocrat and novelist run heavily counter to the 
established Christian institutions and to the whole cultural hierarchy 
related to them. The religion which appears in his tracts, beginning 
with A Confession in 1878, 4 and in all his essays on art, is a form of 
Christian anarchy, a wide and simple kind of religious feeling for the 
brotherhood of man and his common relation of sonship to God. 
Tolstoy’s What Is Art? fits comfortably enough in the Russian com¬ 
plex, and Tolstoy too has his niche in the Marxist retrospect. 

As a literary theorist, Tolstoy appears in the main tradition of emo¬ 
tive art theory developed during the 19th century along rather simple 
lines from the 18th-century concept wliich we have noted as late as the 
essays of Mill. But other versions of emotivism which appear during 

s Cf. Ernest J. Simmons, Leo Tolstoy (Boston, 1946), p. 488; review by E. C. 
Ross, Saturday Review of Literature , XXX (January 18, 1947^ * 7 - 

4 See Matthew Arnold’s account of these in his long review of Anna Karenina 
included under the title Count Leo Tolstoy in Essays in Criticism, Second Series . 
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this era, and notably the expressionist theory of V6ron, 8 have a more 
aesthetic orientation. Tolstoy’s version is strongly anti-aesthetic. Art is 
to be known by its power of wholesome emotive “infection.” He has 
a theory about the social function of art which invites comparison with 
the theories of Shelley and Comte. (Science, the pioneer thinker, is a 
little boat which takes kedge-anchors upstream to new positions; art is 
the windlass of moral energy which draws the barge up to the new 
positions. Chapter XX.) 0 And he more or less unwittingly accepts the 
paradox of the historically emergent new truth which we have noted 
among the earlier Russians. 

There is a chapter (V) where Tolstoy first expounds his infection 
theory, and here he seems mainly to say thatart transmits emotion . Then 
at the end of the same chapter he says that art transmits religious emo¬ 
tion. There are several other chapters (VI, IX, XI, XX) where he 
seems to say that art always transmits the genuine, the “fresh” religious 
emotion of any age. He uses such phrases as the “highest life-con¬ 
ception of a time” (XI), “the highest conception accessible to their 
age” (VI), “the highest level of life-comprehension” (IX). Finally, there 
is a chapter (XVI) where he says that the art of the present age must 
transmit only the progressive religious emotions of this age, those that 
relate to the universal brotherhood of man. 7 

Thus a problem arises (even though Tolstoy does not see it) con¬ 
cerning that which was once new but is now old. 

From the religious perception of the ancient Greeks flowed 
the really new, important, and endlessly varied feelings ex¬ 
pressed by Homer and the tragic writers.—IX 

. • . good, supreme art; the Iliad, the Odyssey. . . . —X 

But the Christian idea changed and reversed everything, so that 
as the Gospel puts it, “That which was exalted among men has 
become an abomination in the sight of God.” The ideal is no 
longer the greatness of Pharaoh or of a Roman emperor, not 
the beauty of a Greek nor the wealth of Phoenicia, but humil¬ 
ity, purity, compassion, love.—XVI 

The artists of the Middle Ages, vitalized by the same source of 
feeling—religion—as the mass of the people, and transmitting 

8 Eugene Veron, Aesthetics, trans. W. H. Armstrong (London, 1879). Veron 
has optimistic evolutionary and secular millenarian views which are comparable to 
those of Tolstoy. “What shall we say, then, about the sentiments which are the true 
glories of our age,—charity, toleration, respect for womanhood, for childhood, and 
for human life? Pity for animals, is not that, too, a sign of the times?” (p. 353 ) 

6 See What is Art? and Essays on Art , trans. Aylmer Maude (Oxford: World’s 
Classics, 1930). 

7 A second place is given to certain universally accessible, or folk, emotions—- 
namely, merriment, pity, cheerfulness, and tranquillity (Ch. XVI). 
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. . . the feelings and states of mind they experienced, were true 
artists; and their activity, founded on the highest conceptions 
accessible to their age and common to the entire people—though 
for our times a mean art—was nevertheless a true one, shared 
by the whole community.—VI 

European society [of the Renaissance] went back in their com¬ 
prehension of art to the gross conception of the primitive 
Greeks, which Plato had already condemned.—VI 

. . . rude, savage, and for us, often meaningless works of the 
ancient Greeks: Sophocles, Euripides, Aeschylus. . . .—XII 

If by art it has been inculcated on people how they should 
treat religious objects, their parents, their children, their wives 
. . . and if this has been obeyed through generations by millions 
of people . . . then by art also other customs more in accord 
with the religious perception of our time may be evoked.—XX 

Presumably the degenerate European art of Tolstoy’s time would have 
been religious art in another era. And we are left with some question 
whether the religious perception of the new time is a genuine material 
for art because it is a better perception or because it is the latest. 8 

But Tolstoy is sufficiently compelling in his indictment of the effete 
emotions—the pride, sexual desire, and ennui which rule the upper- 
class patrons of the “pleasure arts” in his day. His walloping caricatures 
of metropolitan fashionable culture—the art show, the salon, the theater, 
the opera in rehearsal, art schools and art criticism—manage to sug¬ 
gest not only lavish waste and a measure of social injustice but a de¬ 
plorable perplexity of aesthetic judgment and widespread vitiation of 
taste. He notices with scorn the new aesthetics of the lower senses— 
the five-sense aesthetics of gustatory, olfactory, and tactile pleasure 
which in that day was fulfilling the promise of 18th-century sensational¬ 
ism and had some connection with the kinds of aesthetic autonomy 
then in vogue. 9 In short Tolstoy gives pointed expression to the difficult 
and permanent aesthetic problem whether a non-didactic or autonomous 
theory of art is bound to be merely a “hedonistic” or pleasure theory 
of art. He issues us an urgent invitation to ponder the validity of a 
cafe-society aesthetic devotion ranging from theater, orchestra, museum, 
and gallery, through opera and ballet, to the refinements of dinner with 
chartreuse, cigars, and music. Aut prodesse . . . aut delectare —Horace 

8 These paradoxes of post-Hegelian thinking are the paradigm for such quirks 
in later intellectual history as the appearance on the mid-20th-ccntury American 
scene of the “premature” anti-communist, or the exclusive sanctity which the Partisan 
kind of liberalism confers upon the repentant Marxist. 

°Cf. post Chapter 22, “An for Art’s Sake.” 
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had given the poet his alternatives. Is there any other—aside from the 
merely mixed way of “winning all the votes” which Horace suggests? 
Must the interpretation of delectare incline to the frivolity of a merely 
sensate indulgence? 

Tolstoy gives us another impressive set of negative judgments in 
a chapter (XI) on “counterfeit” art, under four main heads: “bor¬ 
rowing,” “imitation,” “striking,” and “interesting.” Or, in terms that may 
be nearer to our own minds: stock responses, local-color realism, pornog¬ 
raphy and horror, detective story plots. (Wagner’s Nibelungen Ring 
is a model combination of the four ways!) Tolstoy is very pure, very 
austere, very acute in his opinion of what is not art, and very firm in 
his will to condemn it. 

Yet his sternly exclusive standard would be even more impressive 
if he had left it less explicitly illustrated. For the application of the 
standard is horrifying in its sweep. The whole body of medieval, Ren¬ 
aissance, and modern European art—the work of Dante, Tasso, Shake¬ 
speare, Milton, Goethe, Raphael, Michelangelo, Bach, Beethoven, for 
instance (Chapter XII) 1 —is swept away, and with it the great novels 
of Tolstoy himself. He shows no compunction. “I belong,” he says, 
“to the class of people whose taste has been perverted by false training” 
(XVI). He is willing to salvage only two of his simplest short stories: 
God Sees the Truth but Waits , the pathetic fable of a man railroaded 
to Siberia who, after growing old in the prison camp, discovers his 
enemy and forgives him; and A Prisoner of the Caucasus , a tender idyll, 
full of village and childhood colors, about a Russian officer captured by 
Tartars and helped to escape by a girl of the tribe. 2 Nearly forty years 
earlier Tolstoy had set up a school for peasant children in his ancestral 
estate at Yasnaya Polyana, and two boys Semka and Fedka had written 
for his school magazine stories which he called “in their way, equal to any¬ 
thing in Russian literature.” It seemed to him “strange and offensive” 
that he “should hardly be able except at a happy moment of excitement 
to keep up with” these inspired peasant boys. 3 The simplicity, even 
sentimentality, of the aesthetic norm adopted by Tolstoy may be in¬ 
spected in the half-tones which embellish Aylmer Maude’s large edition 
of What Is Art?? presenting examples of the pictorial art which Tolstoy 
at various places in his book selects for special commendation:—the 
peasant boy of Turgenev’s story dreaming of the quail, the war widow 

1 Schiller, Hugo, Dickens, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Dostoevski, George Eliot, 
Cervantes, Molicre, Gogol, Pushkin (Chap. XVI) have produced examples of art 
that seem good to Tolstoy, but he attaches no “importance * to his own taste. 

2 Tolstoy’s Preface to another short story, Chekhov’s Darling , argues, according 
to a principle we have nouced in the earlier Russian critics, that the author expresses 
a humanitarian meaning in his own despite. 

3 Aylmer Maude, Life of Tolstoy , vol. I, Chap, viii (World’s Classics, c. 1930, 
I, 269-70). 

4 Tolstoy on Art , trans. Aylmer Maude (Boston, 1924). 
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weeping in the room behind the balcony overlooking the victory parade, 
the peasant girls giggling at a society huntsman, Russian peasants paying 
out money at a state liquor monopoly. In religious painting Tolstoy 
preferred N. N. Gay’s drably natural Last Supper and What is Truth? 
to Manet’s Pre-Raphaelite Angels at the Tomb of Christ . Millet’s The 
Man with the Hoe is an object of his preference which his editor seems 
to have thought it needless to illustrate. 

Tolstoy’s exclusiveness raises the difficult aesthetic problem of 
“communication.” Art for whom? 5 A “country peasant of unperverted 
taste” will detect the genuine work of art easily and unerringly (XIV). 
And Tolstoy seems to assume that the numerous peasantry are far more 
likely than the few genteel folk actually to have an unperverted taste. 
“Unperverted” means in fact uncomplicated, ordinary. “Good, great, 
universal, religious art may be incomprehensible to a small circle of 
spoilt people, but certainly not to any large number of plain men” 
(X). The democratic consumers’ argument which we have noted here 
and there in the past, in Longinus, in Castelvetro, in Samuel Johnson, 
arrives at its fullest realization in Tolstoy. 

He applies the norm of easy comprehensibility with special satis¬ 
faction against the immediately contemporary “decadent” art which 
he is most bent on condemning. The truth about this art—the pictures 
in the Paris impressionist and symbolist exhibitions of 1894, the poetry 
of Baudelaire, Mallarme, Verlaine, Maeterlinck—was that it was not only 
luxurious and effete but also impertinently obscure. It tried to elevate 
inaccuracy, indefinitencss, lack of eloquence into marks of esteem. 
Tolstoy’s heavily documented attack on symbolist poetry (Chap. X) 
takes in, along with a difficult sonnet by Mallarme and a perhaps tenu¬ 
ously rewarding lyric by Maeterlinck, several much easier pieces, in¬ 
cluding a prose poem by Baudelaire which one finds it almost impossible 
to believe offered any resistance at all to Tolstoy’s penetration. “ Eh 
bicn! cher ange y je me figure que e’est vous! Et il ferma les yeux et il 
lacha la detente . La poupee fut nettement decapitee .” The loosely as¬ 
sociated ideas of the obscure and immoral in Tolstoy’s treatment of 
symbolist poetry strongly invite us to understand that the flippancy is 
morally chaotic and, just in that sense, obscure too. 0 The broad thesis 

3 In one place (XV) he wants to make the infectiousness of art depend on 
“individuality” of feeling, on clarity, and on sincerity. The artist is infected by his 
own production; writes for himself. Hence he expresses something individual and 
something which because of its individuality is clear to his audience. The least little 
stroke, says Tolstoy, makes the difference (XII). But it is difficult to relate this norm 
to his broad demands for the religious emotion. Cf. his introduction to Semenov’s 
Peasant Stories . 

°Thc view could hardly be maintained with complete consistency. Tolstoy’s 
Introduction to the Works of de Maupassant , 1894, for instance, seems to take Mau¬ 
passant’s intelligibility for granted, though laboring his immorality (What is Art? 
World’s Classics cd., pp. 21, 26, 33, 39). 
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suggested, though never quite stated, is that the fault of obscurity in 
art is a fault of immorality—and conversely that immorality is a kind 
of obscurity. Obscurity means obscurantism, confusion, nihilism, the 
invocation of chaos. 

Tolstoy had been reading Shakespeare all his life, in at least three 
languages, Russian, German, English. At the age of 75, five years after 
What Is Art?, provoked by an English article on “Shakespeare and the 
Working Classes,” he re-read the whole of Shakespeare and responded 
with a tirade. 7 G. Wilson Knight in an E?iglish Association Pamphlet , 
Shakespeare and Tolstoy , 8 has perhaps done as much as anyone to ex¬ 
plain some part of Tolstoy’s views by relating them to the “rocklike 
simplicity” of Tolstoy himself as a master of the realistic novel. The 
symbolic technique and verse conventions of the Elizabethan drama 
threw him off so badly that he was unable, for instance, to perceive that 
Shakespeare’s characters speak at all differently from one another. 

[Shakespeare] is lacking in the chief, if not the sole, means of 
portraying character, which is individuality of language—that 
each person should speak in a way suitable to his own character. 

. . . All his characters speak, not a language of their own but 
always one and the same Shakespearian, affected, unnatural 
language, which not only could they not speak, but which no 
real people could ever have spoken anywhere. 

Lear raves just as Edgar does when feigning madness. Kent 
and the fool both speak alike. The words of one person can be 
put in the mouth of another, and by the character of the speech 
it is impossible to know who is speaking. 

The person 9 uttering these various thoughts becomes a 
mere phonograph of Shakespeare, deprived of any character of 
his own. 

And the deplorable social values reflected in Shakespeare’s writing—the 
feudal respect for kings and dukes, the disesteem of the working classes! 

The content of Shakespeare’s plays ... is the lowest, most 
vulgar view of life, which regards the external elevation of the 
great ones of the earth as a genuine superiority; despises the 
crowd, that is to say, the working classes; and repudiates not 
only religious, but even any humanitarian, efforts directed to¬ 
ward the alteration of the existing order of society. 

The rejection both of Shakespeare’s artful intentions and of his artless 
accomplishment comes near to being total. 

1 Shakespeare and the Drama , published in 1906, essay XVII in Tolstoy on Art , 
ed. Aylmer Maude (Boston, 1924). 

9 No. 88, April 1934. 

9 Hamlet. 
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The third and chief condition—sincerity—is totally absent 
in all Shakespeare’s works. One sees in all of them an inten¬ 
tional artificiality; it is obvious that he is not in earnest but is 
playing with words. 

Whatever people may say, however they may be enraptured 
by Shakespeare’s works, whatever merits they may attribute to 
him, it is certain that he was not an artist, and that his works 
were not artistic productions. . • • Shakespeare may be any¬ 
thing you like—only not an artist. 1 

V 

The destruction of the idea “art for art’s sake” and the reconstruction 
of art as a monitor and propagandist for the social process is the gist 
of Tolstoy’s preachment, and this has been also the monotonous burden 
of subsequent Marxist criticism in Russia and the instructed echoes of 
this in English and American writing which sounded in the later 1920’s 
and the 1930’s. In Marxist writing the basic theme has received a 
fanatically detailed articulation according to the philosophy of dia¬ 
lectical materialism. Prominent features have been (1) an emphasis on 
class propaganda and revolutionary didacticism and on the ideological 
specifications of the total state; (2) a corresponding emphasis on the 
deterministic origins of art—the economic and social status (proletarian, 
bourgeois, pseudo-bourgeois, or aristocratic) of artists and artisans in 
various past eras. Party-line writers have occasionally paused tc disclaim 
any simple deterministic view of art, and they have done tnis in the 
name of Marx himself, who said: “Certain periods of highest develop¬ 
ment of art stand in no direct connection with the general develop¬ 
ment of society, nor with the material basis and the skeleton structure 
of its organization.” 2 Yet the general mood of Marxism and of other 
kinds of social criticism, even the most conservative, does not make much 
room for such refinements. Shakespeare appeared because “we were 
just in a financial position to afford” him; he “flourished in the atmosphere 
of buoyancy, exhilaration and the freedom of economic cares felt by 
the governing class, which is engendered by profit inflations.” 3 Or, on 

1 To Tolstoy’s credit stands the following contradictory anecdote. “Once, when 
his friend Chekhov came to sec him when he was ill in bed, he pressed the latter’s 
hand at parting and said, ‘Good-bye, Anton Pavlovich. You know how fond I am 
of you and how I detest Shakespeare. Still, he did write better plays than you do’ ” 
(Aylmer Alaude, Tolstoy on Art , Boston 1924, p. 19). 

2 Ralph Fox, The Novel and the People (1937), Chap. I, in Mark Schorcr et al,, 
Criticism , The Foundations of Modern Literary Judgment, pp. 134-7- 

3 John Maynard Keynes, A Treatise on Money (New York, 1930), II, 154* 
quoted by Wellek and Warren, p. 102. 
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the contrary: “Shakespeare’s tragic outlook on the world was consequen¬ 
tial upon his being the dramatic expression of the feudal aristocracy, 
which in Elizabeth’s day had lost their former dominant position.” 4 

According to the Marxist theory, English poetry of the 19th cen¬ 
tury has in one way or another shown the growing isolation of the mod¬ 
em artist from the bourgeois machine culture in which he was for a 
time seductively protected, his increasing anarchic agony, and his effort 
to renounce the culture in ways which have been only mirror images 
of it. He has lacked a systematic revolutionary outlook, the real rationale 
of insurgency which would have made him something positive, an af¬ 
firmatively proletarian artist. In the 20th century T. S. Eliot is said to 
make the last decadent gesture of the mentality which has turned away 
from the historico-social reality and sought refuge in the ivory tower of 
poetry and beauty pure. Among the Russians, the socialist Georgi 
Plekhanov in his Art and Society , 1912-1913 (English translation, 1936), 
and Leon Trotsky in Literature and Revolution , 1923, have elaborated 
this basic view of the modern poet’s isolation from reality. And Chris¬ 
topher Caudwell in Illusion and Reality , 5 1937, has made the applications 
to English literature. In a call to the barricades which echoed for twenty 
years, Lenin cried out: “Down with supermen-litterateurs. . . . Litera¬ 
ture must become a component part of the organized, planned, unified 
Socialist party work.” 6 

Seen from the genetic point of view, Marxist criticism has some 
curious affinities. The professional literary student will scarcely be hor¬ 
rified by the bourgeois origin of a given literature; he is not likely 
to evaluate writers according to the degree of their integration in a 
totalitarian process, or to believe that the Bohemian, the poete maudit 7 
the untrammeled genius is necessarily an artistic bungler. Yet the 
Marxist program for literature—if one leaves out of account its horta¬ 
tory violence—is able to take its place with some comfort as an applica¬ 
tion of the historical idea which purely literary scholars in the tradition 
of Thomas Warton and Hippolyte Taine have worked out so success¬ 
fully, for their own purposes, during the past 200 years. 7 The specifically 
Marxist genetic approach takes its place quite gracefully as one of that 
numerous kind in literary studies which has attended to social and 
economic origins—to the mark upon his work made by the professional 
status of the dithyrambic tragedian, the Minnesinger , the court drama¬ 
tist, the Grubstreet hack, or the affluent 19th-century periodical 

4 Anatoli V. Lunacharsky, in The Listener , December 27, 1934, quoted by 
Wellek and Warren, p. 102. . 

6 See Chapter VI, “English Poets: The Decline of Capitalism,” reproduced m 
Mark Schorer et al^ pp. 125-33. 

0 Quoted by W. V. O’Connor, An Age of Criticising p. 115* 

7 Cf. post Chapter 24. 
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novelist. 8 It is less than a paradox that the Marxist critic, in all the 
severity of his logic, should have driven this method of the modem 
literary student to a conclusion that completely destroys the literary 
viewpoint. 

Seen as a demand on the character of literature itself, Marxist criti¬ 
cism prescribes the broad picture of social reality, the novel of sound 
views, the social document, the party-line mimesis, the blue-print for 
social planning. And it equally proscribes the lyric cry, the personal 
relation, the individually intricate symbol, the detachment of contem¬ 
plation, and any engagement that cither bypasses or transcends the totali¬ 
tarian social responsibility. It does not believe in the work of art. There 
is no good social art of the kind it prescribes. Under Marxism society 
itself “becomes the work of art.” 0 


VI 

In America the idea of a socially activist literature appears during the 
first decades of the 20th century with the “muckraking” movement 
(of which Upton Sinclair’s Mammonart , 1924, may stand as the sufficient 
symbol) and after that in the overtly Marxist criticism of the later twen¬ 
ties and the thirties—the work of such writers as Michael Gold, editor 
of the New Masses, Joseph Freeman, editor of the anthology Proletarian 
Liter atm e in the United States , 1935, an ^ V. F. Calverton, editor of the 
Modem Quarterly . Here we meet a barefaced rehearsal of the whole 
canon of Marxist ideas—much about the pessimism and decay of the 
middle class, the inferiority of the “bourgeois sexual code,” the mod¬ 
em sell-out of human values to the “burgher,” much about the “creative 
role” of the worker and the need of the novelist to keep up with “the 
vanguard of the Proletariat.” We hear that the experiments of Joyce, 
Eliot, and Cummings are misguided and incommunicative, that on the 
contrary Emerson had confidence in the common man, that Whitman 
enjoyed a kinship with workers and farmers and had glimpses of a col¬ 
lective society. 1 A major monument was Vernon Louis Parrington’s 
three-volume Mam Currents in American Thought (1927-1930), where 
“thought” is equated with literature, and the sufficient principle of eco¬ 
nomic determinism receives a value shading that is “liberal” and “Jef- 

8 Cf. Wellek and Warren, pp. 93-5. Brander Matthews, “The Economic Inter¬ 
pretation of Literary History,” in his Gateways to Literature and Other Essays 
(New York, 1912), is a good American instance of this kind of inquiry. 

0 Edmund Wilson, quoted by W. V. O’Connor, An Age of Criticism , p. 126. 

1W. V. O’Connor, An Age of Criticism , pp. 119-24, quoting, among other 
works Calverton’s The Newer Spirit (1925) and The Liberation of American Lit¬ 
erature (1932), Granville Hicks’s “The Crisis in Criticism” in the New Masses 
(1933) and The Great Tradition: An Interpretation of American Literature Since 
the Civil War (1933)1 and Bernard Smith’s Forces in American Criticism (1939)* 


471 The Real and the Social: Art as Propaganda 

fersonian.” 2 Parrington gives us the following flowers of the economic 
and realist spirit in criticism. 

The problem of Poe, fascinating as it is, lies quite outside the 
main current of American thought, and it may be left to the 
psychologist and the belletrist with whom it belongs. 8 

Hawthorne was the extreme and finest expression of the refined 
alienation from reality that in the end palsied the creative mind 
of New England. 4 

In his subtle psychological inquires, . . . [Henry James] re¬ 
mained shut up within his own skull-pan. 5 

Marxism and the forms of social criticism more closely related to 
it have never had any real concern with literature and literary problems. 
In this country the cause enlisted some keen journalistic and literary 
minds. But a number of them, like Max Eastman as editor of The Masses, 
avoided sociology in their literary criticism. Eastman shied away from 
doctrinal and scientific claims for literature and worked up a theory of 
vivid sensory realization that belongs rather in the tradition of art for 
art’s sake. Edmund Wilson in AxeVs Castle, 1931, made gestures ac¬ 
knowledging the social responsibility of the artist but only as if in 
atonement for his having dwelt at such length among the mysteries of 
symbolism. As early as the anthology acclaiming Proletarian Literature 
in 1935, the editors of the Partisan Review were observing a flow of 
“gush” and “invective,” in place of analysis, and the exercise of Marxism 
as a “sentiment” rather than a “science.” James T. Farrell’s A Note on 
Literary Criticism, 1936, is a critique by an “amateur Marxist” of the 
party-line simplifications. By 1939 it was possible for the Partisan editor 
Philip Rahv to write an essay under the title “Proletarian Literature: 
A Political Autopsy.” 6 Marxist naturalism persists in American letters 
today less as a proclaimed cause than as a deeply rooted sympathy (a 
Gnostic utopianism) ready with each shift in political or literary 
dialectics to exert itself in a new stratagem. Perhaps the notion of 
“myth,” despite its Germanic, Jungian, and quasi-religious orientation, 
is the latest of these. 7 

2 Partington’s Introduction to the first volume and E. H. Eby’s Introduction to 
die posthumous third volume, quoted in W. V. O’Connor, An Age of Criticism, 
pp. 119-10; see also p. 123, the passages next quoted from Parrington. 

3 Main Currents in American Thought (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Com¬ 
pany, Inc., 1927-30), II, 58. 

4 n, 450. 

5 ni,2 4 i. 

e Southern Review, IV (Winter, 1939)1 616-28. Cf. Morton D. Zabel, Literary 
Opinion in America (New York, 1951), p- 36; Charles L Glicksberg, American 
Literary Criticism (New York, 1952), pp. 46-52. 

7 Cf. post Chapter 31. • 



47 2 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 

VII 

The main critical issue raised by the tradition of socio-realism—and 
this was apparent at least as far back as the indignation of Tolstoy over 
symbolist poetry—is that of “expression” and “communication.” The 
bringing together of these two terms, one so strongly invoking the 
mind and inspiration of the artist, and the other so heavily entailing 
the receptivity and demands of the audience (what audience? com¬ 
munication to whom?), is today an especially important problem for 
the critic who believes in objective aesthetic values. But even the dis¬ 
cussion of the problem (not to mention its solution) involves ideas of 
dramatic inclusivencss and artistic detachment which lie far beyond 
the range-finding sensitivity of the propagandist programs. 

So far as the problem of poetic communication is peculiarly a social 
one, the opposing energies have been defined in our time with the most 
original insight by the philosopher Ortega y Gasset, in two complemen¬ 
tary works. On the one hand he describes The Revolt of the Masses, 
a cultural phenomenon far more complicated than anything envisaged by 
the Marxist mind, and appearing in one of its aspects as a vast increase 
in the number and confidence of uneducated readers. 

Today we are witnessing the triumphs of a hypcrdemocracy. 

. . . the present-day writer, when he takes his pen in hand ta 
treat a subject which he has studied deeply, has to bear in mind 
that the average reader, who has never concerned himself with 
this subject, if he reads does so with the view, not of learning 
something from the writer, but rather, of pronouncing judg¬ 
ment on him when he is not in agreement with the common¬ 
places that the said reader carries in his head. If the individuals 
who make up the mass believed themselves specially qualified, 
it would be a case merely of personal error, not a sociological 
subversion. The characteristic of the hour is that the common¬ 
place mind, knowing itself to be commonplace, has the assur¬ 
ance to proclaim the rights of the commonplace and to im¬ 
pose them wherever it will. . . . The mass crushes beneath it 
everything that is different, everything that is excellent, individ¬ 
ual, qualified and select. Anybody who is not like everybody, 
who does not think like everybody, runs the risk of being 
eliminated. 8 

And on the other hand, there appears the exclusiveness and withdrawal 
of the modern artist in search of a fresh vision, a process which Ortega 
calls The Dehumanization of Art. 

8 The Revolt of the Masses, Chapter I (Mentor Book, 1952),p. 12. By permission 
of W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. The Spanish version appeared in 1930- 
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Romanticism was the prototype of a popular style. First-born 
of democracy, it was coddled by the masses. 

Modem art, on the other hand will always have the masses 
against it. It is essentially unpopular; moreover, it is antipopular. 

.... the split occurs in a deeper layer than that on which 
differences of personal taste reside. It is not that the majority 
does not like the art of the young and the minority likes it, 
but that the majority, the masses, do not understand it. 

But such a thing cannot be done after a hundred years of 
adulation of the masses and apotheosis of the people. Accus¬ 
tomed to ruling supreme, the masses feel that the new art, which 
is the art of a privileged aristocracy of finer senses, endangers 
their rights as men. Whenever the new Muses present them¬ 
selves, the masses bristle. 9 

Marxism considers modem vulgar art to be a feat of the bourgeoisie, 
and the revolt of the romantic artist to be a weak anarchic effort which 
mirrors in negative the same standards. The literary critic, or the meta¬ 
physician, of more classical perspective is likely to look on the Marxist 
alternative as itself a mirror revolution of socialized materialism against 
privately competitive materialism. In the crudity both of its determinism 
and of its inconsistent propagandism, the socio-realistic tradition of 
literary criticism has on the whole contributed little to an understanding 
of the relation which universality bears to individuality in artistic ex¬ 
pression. 


SUPPLEMENT 

A laissez faire economy such as was dominant in the recent past is basically 
hostile to great art. “As in economics, so in art: laissez-faire within a capitalist 
economy (or within any economy) merely abandons art to the chances of un¬ 
restricted competition, and the devil take the hindmost. It means that art be¬ 
comes one more commodity on the free market, and that to succeed it must 
practice all the wiles of salesmanship—mass appeal, sex appeal, adulteration, 
and the sacrifice of quality to cheapness.” (Herbert Read, “Culture and 
Liberty,” Nation , CLII, April 2, 1941, p. 438). On the other hand, a general- 
welfare-society, such as has been lately envisioned widely is, I believe, in prin¬ 
ciple, fertile soil for the realization of the ideal of art. . . . 

0 The Dehumanization of Art and Notes on the Novel , trans. Helene Weyl 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1948), pp. 5-7. Cf. Q. D. Leavis, Fiction and 
the Reading Public (London, 1932). 
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Something of this sort, a beginning at least in certain directions, seems to 
have happened in Russia as it has struggled to its feet, following revolution, 
in recent decades. The arts there have had a position not unlike that in the 
best “organic” societies. They have been integrated with institutions enshrin¬ 
ing a widely supported unity of belief. They have had not only official but 
immense popular support. The artist has been held in the highest esteem. His 
training has been anxiously attended to. He himself has enjoyed great respect 
and prestige. He has dedicated himself to the enrichment of the life of all the 
people. Commercialism between artist and audience has been eliminated and 
the disposition toward official interference, although certainly far from non¬ 
existent, has been felt adversely far less than is commonly believed. The arts 
have been carried to the factories and farms and the remotest villages, and the 
great figures of art, such as the Pushkins and the Gorkys, are among the great¬ 
est national heroes. Nor have the arts been made the tool of merely “national¬ 
istic” interests, although the relation of the arts to the life of the people has 
been kept immediate and evident. Traveling historical museums and theaters 
have penetrated into all parts of the country, the arts of all mankind have been 
displayed and studied, and sometimes a non-Russian artist has become as great 
a hero as the greatest of Russians, e.g., Shakespeare as great as Pushkin. 

—D. W. Gotshalk, Art and the Social Order (Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 1947), pp. 236-8. Copyright (1947) by the University of 
Chicago. A footnote on p. 238 cites as authorities for the view presented 
a generous selection of volumes dated in the 1930’s. 
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T he revolutionary vindication of poetry by german romantics 
and their followers resulted during the 19th century, as we have 
been seeing, in at least three main types of poetic theory which 
made claims upon ethics and politics. These were the Shelleyan and 
Carlylean rhapsodic retort to scientism, the Arnoldian neo-classic idealism, 
and the socio-realistic propagandism generated in Germany, Russia, and 
France. But the reassertion of poetic rights could take yet another turn, 
antithetic to the didacticism inherent in all those other three. Poetry— 
or art in general—might draw off by itself and be content with an em¬ 
phatic assertion of autonomy—its own kind of intrinsic worth, to be 
understood and savored by its own devotees. It could be set up as a 
legitimate pursuit, apart from, and perhaps even in defiance of, the rival 
norms of ethics and politics. 

This notion of art as a terminal value had appeared even during 
antiquity in the alternative offered the poet, out prodesse aut delectare . 
It had gained a gradual and subtle emphasis in all those Renaissance 
versions of classic theory which reversed the usual formula to say that 
pleasing was somehow more important than teaching or was some¬ 
how the end aimed at through teaching. And such approaches to a 
theory of aesthetic autonomy gained greatly during the 18th century 
as literary theory first retreated from classical didacticism and then, after 
following Leibnizian and Lockean psychological lines, reacted against 
these too, shifting an emphasis on sensory and emotive pleasure toward 
various conceptions of “taste,” inner sense, the absolute beauty of order 
and harmony, and pleasure without desire. The ideas of Shaftesbury, 
Hutcheson and other British aesthetic writers were paralleled in France 
and Germany by Diderot, Sulzer, Mendelssohn, and many others. 1 The 
transcendental synthesis of Kant’s Critique of Judgment summarized 
all such trends and first lent weighty metaphysical authority to the pure 
aesthetic claim. The mythopoeic and symbolist doctrines of German 
idealist critics, by generally strengthening the position of art, provided 
an area of mobilization not only for the didactic claims which we 
have seen but for the characteristically 19th-century reaction to didacti¬ 
cism which moved under the aegis of art for art’s sake. Either develop¬ 
ment was a more or less legitimate, if simplistic, move from the German 
positions. There was a fundamental uncertainty in the claim of art to 
create meanings, to mark out pathways of knowledge, which led per¬ 
haps inevitably toward multiple forms both of didacticism and of au- 
tonomism. 

The French litterateur Benjamin Constant, attaching himself to 

1 Diderot’s article “Beau” in the Dictiormaire Encyclopedique , 1751; J- G. Sulzer, 
Allgenieine Theorie der Schonen Kiinste, 1771— 1774; Moses Mendelssohn, Die Mor- 
genstunden , 1785. See Wellek, History I, 54, 149; and ante Chapter 13, pp. 27^-7. 
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German literary circles in the year 1804, gives us in his Journal intivie 
(not published until many years later) a casual glimpse of how the 
phrase “art for art’s sake” may have begun to develop out of Kantian 
doctrine in Weimar-Jena discussions. 

Schiller calls. He is a man of keen mind in his art but almost 
wholly the poet. ... I have a visit with [Henry Crabbl Robin¬ 
son, pupil of Schelling’s. His work on the Esthetics of Kant has 
some very forceful ideas. Uart pour Part without purpose, for 
all purpose perverts art. But art attains the purpose that it does 
not have. 2 

With the return to Paris of intcllectualist emigres (among them Con¬ 
stant and his friend Madame de Stacl) and the Bourbon restoration in 
1814, began the era of a new and vaguely Kantian aesthetic in France. 
In the account of Kantian thought contained in Madame de Stacl’s De 
PAllemagne? first brought to Paris from England in 1813, in the exciting 
lectures of Victor Cousin at the Sorbonne during 1816-1818, 4 and in 
those of his pupil Jouffroy, the key ideas, or at least the key rubrics, 
of the new aesthetics were first popularized. On a tide of vaguely 
simplified Kantian thinking such terms as “German aesthetics,” “Kant’s 
aesthetics,” “freedom,” “disinterestedness,” “pure art,” “pure beauty,” 
“form,” and “genius” were floated into currency, and along with them 
the term “art for art’s sake.” It appeared in print perhaps for the first 
time in a journalistic skirmish of 1833. 5 In the Preface to his Premieres 
poesies , 1832, Gautier, it is true, was able to pronounce his defiance of 
economists, utilitarians, Utopians, Saint-Simonians, and all others of 
their purposeful kind without once invoking the term. (“What end 
does this book serve? It serves the end of being beautiful?”) But in his 
article entitled “Du Beau dans Part” appearing in the Revue des 
deux viondes during 1847, ? art P our ? art scems to en j°y t be status of a 
recently "established commonplace—“cctte formule devenue eelebre par 
des polemiqucs” 0 


II 

It is not, however, in the history of the term “art for art’s sake” only, 
nor in the French school of aesthetic thinking only, that we may observe 

2 D. Mclagari, Journal hithne de Benjamin Constant (Paris, 1895), p. 7, entry 
for February 10, 1804. Quoted by John Wilcox, “The Beginnings of UArt pour 
PArt” JAAC, XI (June, 1953), 360. 

3 De PAllevtagne (Paris, 1820), II, 290 flf. Wilcox, p. 365. 

4 Cousin’s lectures were edited by his pupils from his class notes and printed 
twenty years later, 1836-42. See the exposition by Wilcox, pp. 367-8- 

* Hippolyte Fortoul, in La Revue Encyclopedique f LIX, 109. Wilcox, p- 37 i. 

6 Wilcox, pp. 371, 376. Cf. Gautier's Preface to Mademoiselle de Mauprn, 

1834. 
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the development of that formula. The new idea spread out pervasively 
and subtly; it was atmospheric. Shortly before the middle of the cen¬ 
tury, one of the most theatrical presentations occurs in the essays and 
reviews of the American Gothic story-teller and poet Edgar Allan Poe. 
Poe’s critical origins were at first confusedly Coleridgcan and Words¬ 
worthian, with considerable borrowing from the English translation of 
A. W. Schlegel’s Dramatic Lectures . 7 He cherished ideas of lyric 
brevity, unity of interest, “indefinite” pleasure, music, beauty. Later, 
on reviewing a volume of the new phrenology, he picked up a physico- 
psychological support for his sympathies, in the notion of a “Faculty of 
Ideality—which is the sentiment of Poesy.” After 1840 he apparently 
became acquainted with Shelley’s rhapsodic defence of romantic imagina¬ 
tion. Only in his last efforts, the genetic tour dc force entitled The 
Philosophy of Composition (or how he went about thinking up The 
Raven) and his last lecture, posthumously published in 1850, The Poetic 
Principle , does the full luxuriance of Poe’s opinion bloom. 8 We dis¬ 
cover pronounced, if diffuse and vaporous, Kantian elements in Poe’s 
system: a division of the world of mind into pure intellect, taste, and 
moral sense (with taste the intermediary between the other two); a 
Kantian lack of esteem for mere reproduction of “beautiful” sounds, 
colors, and odors; a general dreamy volume of enthusiasm for the 
beautiful and the sublime and for the ethereal or supernal—for “Supernal 
Beauty.” (Tennyson 9 is the noblest poet who ever lived, because the 
most “ethereal.”) 

Inspired by an ecstatic prescience of the glories beyond the 
grave, we struggle, by multiform combinations among the 
things and thoughts of Time, to attain a portion of that Loveli¬ 
ness whose very elements, perhaps, appertain to eternity alone. 

That pleasure which is at once the most pure, the most elevat¬ 
ing, and the most intense, is derived, I maintain, from the con¬ 
templation of the Beautiful. In the contemplation of Beauty 
we alone find it possible to attain that pleasurable elevation, 
or excitement, of the soul , which we recognize as the Poetic 
7 Cf. Albert J. Lubell, “Poe and A. W. Schicgel,” /EGP, LII (January, i953>* 

1-12. 

8 See Poe’s Critical Essays> cd. F. C. Prescott (New York, 1900), pp. xxx, 9-10; 
Floyd Stovall, “Poe’s Debt to Coleridge,” Studies in English , No. io, The University 
of Texas Bulletin , July 8, 1930, pp. 70-127; Mar/in Laser, “The Growth and Struc¬ 
ture of Poe’s Concept of Beauty,” ELH , XV (March, 1948), 69-84. 

0 Poe’s book reviews by and large look down upon the poetry of the 16th 
and 17th centuries. Poetry began for him with Coleridge, Shelley, and Keats (Prescott, 
p. xxix). The norm of lovely melancholy, developed so dramatically in The Philoso¬ 
phy of Composition , appears earlier in his Drakc-Halleck review ( Southern Literary 
Mess€7iger 9 April, 1836) along with the dogma that everything ludicrous is “utterly 
at war with the Poetic Sentiment” and with the sentiments of the “mystical” and 
the “august,” which raise “fancy” to imagination (Laser, pp. 73-4)- 
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Sentiment. ... I make Beauty, therefore—using the word as 
inclusive of the Sublime—I make Beauty the province of the 
poem. 1 

But where is “beauty” located? Where but in the very experience 
of itself? “When, indeed, men speak of Beauty they mean, precisely, 
not a quality. . . . but an effect—they refer, in short, just to that in¬ 
tense and pure elevation of soul . . . which is experienced in conse¬ 
quence of contemplating the beautiful. 1 ” 2 A certain amalgam or as¬ 
sociation of subject matters—the beautiful and the melancholy when 
these are “rhythmically created” 3 in a poem—produces in the reader 
that pleasurable elevation of soul which itself should justly be known 
as beauty.' 1 Such devotion to “supernal beauty” entails a resolute dis¬ 
approval of “passion” and. of course, a strict anti-didacticism. 

The manifestation of the [aesthetic] Principle is always found 
in an elevating excitement of the Soul —quite independent of 
that passion which is the intoxication of the Heart—or of that 
Truth which is the satisfaction of the Reason. 

For, in regard to Passion, alas! its tendency is to degrade, 
rather than to elevate the Soul. 

I allude to the heresy of The Didactic . ... We Americans, 
especially, have patronised this happy idea; and we Bostonians, 
very especially, have developed it in full. 5 

There is much to Poe’s credit in these latter Kantian clauses. 
Still the general picture is hazy. Ethereal vagueness and melancholy, 
evaporations of languorous and pallid loveliness wreathe the figure of 
Poe. His poems— Ulalume , The Raven , Al Aaraaf , The City in the Sea , 
The Sleepers , Fairy-Land —are softened and simplified counterparts of 
Coleridge’s Kubla Khan , The Ancient Marinci *, Christabel , and Youth 
and Age . Poe’s theoretical essays bear the same relation to chapters of 
Coleridge’s Biographia . Neo-classic theory, in a way peculiar to itself, 
had rigidified or petrified, then dilapidated. Romantic theory did not 
do that. But in some of its inheritors it did liquefy or even vaporize. 
Poe’s ideas are Kantian and Coleridgean aesthetic undergoing the fate 
of M. Valdemar. These writers deserved and got better epigonists. But 
Poe has become one of the most conspicuous, and his very existence 

1 The Poetic Principle. 

2 The Philosophy of Composition. 

3 “I would define, in brief, the Poetry of words as The Rhythmical Creation of 
Beauty ” (The Poetic Principle ). The emphasis on musicality and rhythm in Poe’s 
last essays no doubt owes something to Shelley. 

4 See the analysis of this circularity by Charles C Walcutt, “The Logic of Poe,” 
College English , II (February, 1941), 438-44. 

5 The Poetic Principle . 
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says something of the era which they ushered in. It is possible to rate 
Poe up or down. It is difficult to avoid him. His criticism, said Henry 
James, is “probably the most complete and exquisite specimen of pro¬ 
vincialism ever prepared for the edification of men.” 0 He was, says T. S. 
Eliot, “not only an heroically courageous critic . . . but a critic of 
the first rank.” 6 7 8 


III 


It is a source of wonder to comparatists, but an inescapable fact, that 
the “exquisite provincialism” of Poe should have been highly relished 
by a spirit so sophisticated as Charles Baudelaire. The literary connection 
is underscored by the biographical: the sympathy to the degree of 
identification which Baudelaire felt for Poe, the reading of his own 
fate in Poe’s supposedly aristocratic and feudal flight from American 
popular culture and in his supposedly ratiocinative discipline of mind 
so luridly contrasting to his nervous weakness, his dipsomania and 
wandering. 

The title of Baudelaire’s collected poems, Les Fleurs du Mai , stands 
as a ready brief symbol for the aesthetic devotion, the belief in beauty 
despite evil—in beauty through evil—which makes a large part in the 
reputation of Baudelaire. Yet Baudelaire was a critical essayist and 
journalist whose ideas one can hardly constrict within any of the 
simpler versions of art for art’s sake. On the issue, baldly stated, whether 
art can escape the claims of morality, Baudelaire had a complex view. 
He alternates between the claim that his own poetry is “un livre d'art 
pur ” and the opposite claim that it is a moral statement. 3 In other con¬ 
nections he comes out often enough against the current formulations 
of pure-art theory. 

The childish utopianism of the school of art for art’s sake , 
in ruling out morals . . . was doomed to sterility. Art for art’s 
sake was a flagrant defiance of human nature. On the authority 
of the higher and universal principles of life itself, we must 
convict the movement of heresy. 9 

The feverish passion for art cankers and devours all else. And 
this . . . means the disappearance of art itself. The wholeness 


6 Hawthorne (New York, 1879), p. 62. James refers specifically to Poe’s criti¬ 
cism of his American contemporaries. 

7 Review of Israfel by Hervey Allen, in The Nation and Athenaeum , XLI 
(May 2, 1927)* 219. 

8 Marcel Fran$on, “Poe et Baudelaire,” PMLA, LX (September, 1945)* 841. 

9 UArt Romantique , in Oeuvres Completes de Charles Baudelaire , ed. Jacques 
Crepet, III (Paris, 1925)* l 8 4 - 


481 Art for Art's Sake 

of the human being disintegrates. The specialization of a single 
faculty contracts toward nothingness. 1 

Morality does not appear with a formal title. Morality simply 
penetrates and blends itself with art as completely as with life 
itself. The poet is a moralist in spite of himself, simply 
through the overflowing abundance of his nature. 2 

Yet it would have been one thing for a Shelley, an Arnold, or a Tolstoy 
to have uttered statements like these; it was another thing for Baude¬ 
laire. Take them in the context of the essays in which they appear and 
of other essays by Baudelaire, and we see that here is a different enough 
accent from that of the didactic defenders of poetry. The accent, despite 
the concern for morals, is in a very special way on art itself. Perhaps the 
shade of emphasis comes from the cumulative coloring of passages rather 
than from any definitely abstract key terms. 

It is imagination which has taught man the moral values of 
color, shape, sound, and perfumes. At the beginning of the 
world, imagination created analogy and metaphor. Imagina¬ 
tion dissolves all creation. Remassing and reordering her ma¬ 
terials by principles which come out of the depths of the human 
soul, imagination makes a new world, even a new realm of sen¬ 
sory experience. And as imagination has created this world (one 
may say this, I think, even in a religious sense), it is appropriate 
that the same faculty should govern it. 3 

Is there any such thing as a pernicious work of art? There is. 

It is one which distorts the patterns of living reality. ... If a 
novel or a play is well made, it can be an invitation to nobody to 
deviate from the law of nature. The first requirement for a 
healthy art is a belief in an ordered whole of experience. I chal¬ 
lenge anybody to show me a single work of imagination which 
satisfies the requirements of beauty and is at the same time per¬ 
nicious. 4 

A passage from one of the three essays which Baudelaire wrote on Poe 
shows something of how the doctrine of moral order in art might relate 
to the artistic use of materials of a strikingly disordered sort. “That 
peculiar genius” of Poe’s, Baudelaire writes, “that unique temperament 
enabled him—in a style at once impeccable and horribly compelling—to 
unfold the image of irregularity in the moral order. Let me repeat: no- 

1 VArt Romantique, Oeuvres, III, 29 6. 

2 VArt Romantique, Oeuvres, III, 382. 

8 Salon de 1859, in Curiosites Estbetiques, Oeuvres Completes ed. Jacques Crepet, 
II (Paris, 1923), 274. 

4 'VArt Romantique, Oeuvres, III, 284. 
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body has had a more magical success in the portrayal of the human 
anomaly.” 3 The magic of the anomaly, the burnished glow of perver¬ 
sion, the flowers out of evil, seem intrinsic to the Baudelairean vision of 
poetry as moral expression. 


Epilogue 

With heart at rest I climbed the citadel’s 

Steep height, and saw the city as from a tower, 

Hospital, brothel, prison, and such hells, 

Where evil comes up softly like a flower. 

Thou knowest, O Satan, patron of my pain, 

Not for vain tears I went up at that hour; 

But, like an old and faithful lecher, fain 
To drink delight of that enormous trull 
Whose hellish beauty makes me young again. 

Whether thou sleep, with heavy vapors full, 

Sodden with day, or, new appareled, stand 
In gold-laced veils of evening beautiful, 

I love thee, infamous city! Harlots and 

Hunted have pleasures of their own to give, 

The vulgar herd can never understand. 0 

The speaker asserts, without shame, his love for the infamous city, the 
enormous trull. Without shame? Yes, but not without something else, 
akin to shame, a luridly stated awareness that here is something shameful. 
There is more moral interest here than in certain simpler kinds of natu¬ 
ralistic celebration. 

The German romantic and the Coleridgean versions of the creative 
power of poetry had moved toward closing the distance between art and 
nature, or toward elevating art into a higher and more ideal nature. Art 
was opposed to the artificial. In some instances the enterprise was to 
return art to the “nature” of a primitive unspoiled honesty. Such theory 
was part either of a radical optimism about the progress that could be 
made by the human imagination, or of an ironic self-assurance in the face 
of cosmic insufficiency. The romantic imagination did not believe in 
original sin. Nature was good. Quite the contrary with Baudelaire. The 
integration of which he speaks in some of the passages quoted above was 
to be a kind of preternatural transcendence—the “magic” of art—even if 
diabolical. The morality which Baudelaire conceives is something to 

5 Edgar Poe } Sa Vie et Ses Oeuvres , in Histoires Extraordinaires par Edgar Poe , 
Oeuvres , ed. Jacques Crepct, VIII (Paris 1932), xxviii-xxix. 

fl The translation of Arthur Symons. 
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which art may characteristically attain—but not naked nature. The po¬ 
etry of Baudelaire despises vegetable fertility, clumps of trees and bushes. 
His ideal city has no plant life. 

“Most false ideas about the beautiful,” says Baudelaire in his essay 
In Praise of Face Paint (Eloge da Maquillage ),' “arise from the false 
idea of morality current during the 18th century. In that age the founda¬ 
tion, source, and archetype of all good and all possible beauty was seen 
in Nature. In the universal blindness of the age the denial of original 
sin was a thing that passed without notice.” 

Nature! That infallible goddess! It is she who has given us par¬ 
ricide and cannibalism and a thousand other abominations which 
it would be indelicate even to name. On the other hand we have 
philosophy (I mean right philosophy) and religion. It is these 
that tell us to take care of our parents when they are old and 
poor. (Nature, the voice of our self-interest, tells us to bludgeon 
them.) Take a critical look at what is natural, the actions and 
desires of the purely natural man. The view is ghastly. Abso¬ 
lutely everything that is beautiful and noble proceeds from rea¬ 
sonable reflection. 

These general principles afford Baudelaire the opportunity to erect an 
extravagantly gilded little shrine around the civilized figure of the well 
madc-up woman. 

It is the right of woman and her duty to give herself a mag¬ 
ical finish, a supernatural lustre. She is expected to astonish and 
charm us. She is a kind of idol, and she ought to gild herself 
(se dorer) until she is a fit object of our adoration (pour etre 
adoree). 

Rouge and mascara arc the symbols of a heightened, a pre- 
ternaturally intense mode of existence. The dark framing ren¬ 
ders the gaze more profound and individual; it deepens the 
character of the eye as a window opened into infinity. The 
hectic color on the check increases the brilliance of the eye and 
creates in a feminine countenance of sufficient loveliness the 
mysteriously passionate look of the priestess. 

Baudelaire is at pains to point out that he is not talking about art as 
mimesis. “I am not trying to assign art the sterile function of imitating 
nature.” Even less, if possible, can there be any question of art as illusion. 
“There is no point at all in trying to hide cosmetic or make it pass un¬ 
noticed. It ought to proclaim itself—if not boastfully, at least with a de- 

7 This appeared in Le Figaro , December 3, 1863. as No. 11 in a series entitled 
Le Peiiitre dc la Vie Mod erne. The text may be found in L'Art Roinanti<iiic y Oetreres 
Completes, cd. Jacques Crcpct, III (Paris, 1925), 95-100. 
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gree of candor.” Art, then, is a magical enhancement. But of what? The 
end of the argument may entail a certain contradiction of the initially 
dark view of nature. The anciently enlisted virgins of Crotona play a 
new role, it is true. But they have not been entirely eliminated from 
the theory. “Cosmetic artifice cannot improve ugliness. It can only serve 
what is to begin with beautiful.” Baudelaire, in being less than a pure 
theorist of pure art, is one of the witnesses for the theory most worthy 
of our respectful attention. 

With Baudelaire, the main fight for “art” in 19th-century France 
was won. After him, the simply aesthetic assertion fritters away into 
Parnassicu formalism, the exoticism, the intricate versification of 
Leconte de Lisle or Theodore de Banville. 8 The main line of French 
poetry and poetics, with Verlaine and even more with Mallarme, ad¬ 
vances into subtler themes of musical intimation, ironic finesse, and 
symbol—above all else, symbol. 9 The simpler campaign of art for arts 
sake during the second half of the 19th century is carried with most 
flourish into the new territory of England. 


IV 

Aestheticism in England, says a recent writer, “was not a sudden de¬ 
velopment: the nature of the trend from Keats through Tennyson and 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti was, even in Arnold’s mid-career, not unapparent 
to the critic who passed the judgment on the great Romantics. The 
insistence that poetry must be judged as ‘criticism of life’ is the same 
critic’s reaction to the later Romantic tradition; it puts the stress where 
it seemed to him that it most needed to be put.” 1 Arnold himself has 
left us such statements as the following in his Preface to Wordsworth 
(1879): 

Morals are often treated in a narrow and false fashion; . . . 
they grow tiresome to some of us. We find attraction, at times, 
even in a poetry of revolt against them; in a poetry which might 
take for its motto Omar Khayam’s words: “Let us make up in 
the tavern for the time which we have wasted in the mosque.” 

Or we find attraction in a poetry indifferent to them; in a poetry 
where the contents may be what they will, but where the form 
is studied and exquisite. We delude ourselves in either case; and 
the best cure for our delusion is to let our minds rest upon that 

8 The idea of art for art’s sake can be seen, of course, in other places. It mixes 
with realistic theory, for instance, in the letters of Flaubert. See Gilbert and Kuhn, 
pp. 490-8. 

0 Cf. post Chapter 26. 

1 F R Leavis, Scrutiny, VII (December, 1938), 324-5- - 
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great and inexhaustible word life , until we learn to enter into its 

meaning, A poetry of revolt against moral ideas is a poetry of 

revolt against life; a poetry of indifference towards moral ideas 

is a poetry of indifference towards life. 2 

An abrupt separation of the artist from the “middle-class” world, 
and from “middle-class” moralism 3 4 —or, as it might be conceived in a 
somewhat different way, his revolt from subservience to the masses and 
the norms of industrial civilization—was signalized in England by the 
publication of Swinburne’s Poems and Ballads , a volume read aloud with 
excited devotion by Saintsbury and other undergraduate literati at Oxford 
in the fall of 1866.* The “lithe limbs,” the “strange, great sins,” the 
laus veneris, the dolors, were the more musically vague and voluptuous 
counterpart in English of the evils which had recently flowered in France, 
the paganism of Gautier, the satanism of Baudelaire. During the next three 
decades the theoretical watchwords of the movement were sounded 
most loudly by three authors: by Pater, by Whistler (who took legal 
action against the moralist criticism of Ruskin), and by Wilde. The essays 
of Wilde collected as Intentions in 1891 form perhaps the most imposing 
theoretical monument. 

On the side of “practical aestheticism,” the artist’s acting out of his 
theory in his own life, the later phase shows us some repetitions and 
some prettifications of the earlier. Baudelaire’s explorations of vice, his 
decline, and early death are matched in England by Wilde’s perversion, 
his trial, disaster, and death. “I treated art,” he says in his Be Profundis, 
“as the supreme reality and life as a mere mode of fiction.” 5 De Quincey’s 
essay “On A'lurder, Considered as One of the Fine Arts” is paralleled 
from the life in Stevenson’s “Villon, Student, Poet and Housebreaker” 
and in the study “Pen, Pencil, and Poison” which Wilde includes in his 
Intentions. A conspicuous feature of the movement is a kind of aesthetic 
dandyism, an exquisiteness of dress and carriage no less than of the inner 
life—men in velvet jackets and knee breeches, with a flower in the hand,® 
women in lovely, flowing Pre-Raphaelite gowns. These pursue the voca¬ 
tion of adoring beauty. 

The theory of the art object itself during the English phase dwelt 
intently on the terms “art” and “beauty.” “Beauty” was something very 
pure, very different from everything else. So was “art.” “Beauty,” said 

2 Essays in Criticism , Second Series (London, 1888), p. 144- 

3 In France, the enemies during this period were the positive philosophy of 
Comte and the “bourgeois” society or the Second Empire. 

4 Cf. Dorothy Richardson, “Saintsbury and An for Art’s Sake in England,” 
PMLA, LIX (March, 1944), 245-6. 

5 De Profundis (New York, 1950), p. 77. 

0 “With a poppy or a lily in your medieval hand” (W. S. Gilbert, Patience , in 
Plays and Poevis , New York, 1932, p. 200). 
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Wilde, “is the symbol of symbols. Beauty reveals everything, because it 
expresses nothing.” 7 And: “All art is useless.” 8 9 Art, said Whistler in 
his Ten O'Clock Lecture of 1888, is: 

selfishly occupied with her own perfection only—having no de¬ 
sire to teach—seeking and finding the beautiful in all conditions 
and in all times. 0 

Still the “beauty” of art for art’s sake was far from being a cold or 
Platonic idea. It has to be reconciled somehow with two very hot ideas, 
near the center of the theory; namely, “sensation” and “passion”—or 
“sensation” intensified by “passion.” (So far have we come from Kant 
and Poe!) The “hard, gem-like flame” of “ecstasy” with which we are 
asked to “burn” in the well-known Conclusion of Pater’s Renaissance 
wears the aura of a flickering sensationalism—a philosophy of the fleeting 
moment—so scandalous to his contemporaries that this Conclusion was 
omitted in the second edition. 

Not the fruit of experience, but experience itself, is the end. A 
certain number of pulses only is given to us of a variegated, 
dramatic life. How may we see in them all that is to be seen in 
them by the finest senses? How shall we pass most swiftly from 
point to point, and be present always at the focus where the 
greatest number of vital forces unite in their purest energy? 

The answer lies in the word “passion.” “Great passions may give us this 
quickened sense of life. . . . Only be sure it is passion. . . . Of such 
wisdom, the poetic passion, the desire of beauty, the love of art for its 
own sake, has most.” Or, as Wilde would put it: 

Emotion for the sake of emotion is the aim of art, and emotion 
for the sake of action is the aim of life. 1 

And this, explained Wilde, was the reason why “all art is immoral.” The 
most recurrently anguished cry of the artist was against the claim of 
society in the voice of the moralist, against the pressure of the Philistine 
practical environment. 2 

A moral theory of art, we may note in passing, is intrinsically a 
theory about a subject matter. As the moral critic John Ruskin put it: 

The picture which has the nobler and more numerous ideas, 
however awkwardly expressed, is a greater and a better picture 

7 The Critic as Artist , in Intentions (London, 1913), p. 145. 

8 Preface to Dorian Gray . 

9 The Gentle Art of Making Enemies (New York, 1890), p. 136. 

1 The Critic as Artist , in Intentions (London, 1913), p. 169. 

2 See, for instance, Whistler, The Gentle Art of Making Enemies , p. 143: “Hu¬ 
manity takes the place of Art, and God’s creations are excused for their usefulness.” 
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than that which has the less noble and less numerous ideas, how¬ 
ever beautifully expressed. No weight, nor mass, nor beauty of 
execution can outweigh one grain or fragment of thought. 3 4 5 6 7 

But the rebuttal by art-for-art’s-sake was in some measure only a reflec¬ 
tion of the same choice, a capture of a risky gambit pawn, a too easy 
triumph over moralistic rii^or bv the introduction of a rival rigor. 

The only beautiful things . . . arc the things that do not con¬ 
cern us. As long as a thing is useful or necessary to us. or affects 
us in any wav. either for pain or for pleasure ... it is outside 
the proper sphere of art. To art's subjcct-matrcr we should be 
more or less indifferent.* 

The aestheticism of the 19th ccnturv had its own ideas about what is 
acceptable subject matter for art. This was roughly that complex of 
motifs at which we have already glanced in Poe and Baudelaire: the 
exotic and bizarre, the morbid and uglv, and the gilded and artificial." 
And increasingly the dark area of this triad was acceptable only under 
an artifice of gilt. Art for art’s sake—the art of the Yellow Book era— 
was an art of a “ficrv-colourcd world,” ,! a world out of this world, out 
of the 19th-century socio-real and middle-class context. Beauty had “slim 
gilded fcct. n 7 This was one expression of the artists isolation, the aris¬ 
tocratic exclusiveness of interest, the withdrawal into ivorv-tower luxury, 
by which he was to earn so much contempt from socio-realist quarters. 

At the same time, it is important to notice that such an exclusiveness 
was capable of a somewhat different emphasis. Wilde in the passage 
quoted above apparently means that there arc some subject-matters which 
concern us, and some which do not, and the latter only arc artistic. But 
a person could use nearly the same words and convey the different 
meaning that all subject matters, even those which concern us most 
acutely, should somehow be treated by the artist with detachment. “To 
art s subject-matter, we should be more or less indifferent.” This would 
be a continuation and a degeneration of “negative capability,”' the anti- 

3 Modem Painters , Pan I, Section I, Chapter 2. Ruskin differed from Arnold in 
that his interests were more confessedly practical and sociological, and again he dif¬ 
fered from the French or Russian socio-realist critics in the direction of his thinking 
toward medievalism and the cultivation of a handicraft norm of values. But even 
more than Arnold, Ruskin stood in the public mind as a symbol of the moral critic. 
‘The great arts,” he said, “. . . have had, and can have, but three principal directions 
of purpose, first, that of enforcing the religion of men; secondly, that of perfecting 
their, ethical state; thirdly, that of doing them material service” ( Lectures on Art , 
New York, 1880, p. 37). Cf. Charles A. Yount, The Reaction Against Ruskin in Art 
Criticism (Chicago, 1941). 

4 Wilde, The Decay of Lying, in Intentions , pp. 16-17. 

5 Cf. William Gaunt, The Aesthetic Adventure (London, 1945)1 pp- i-xo. 

6 The Critic as Artist, in Intentions, p. 145. 

7 The Critic as Artist, in Intentions, p. 186. 
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partisan conception as entertained by Keats, the tolerance of “uncer¬ 
tainties, mysteries, doubts.” “We hate poetry that has a palpable design 
upon us.” s Art for art’s sake may be seen as a kind of aesthctico-scientific 
detachment, an intellectual reaction against the romantic letting down 
of the hair and flood of personal emotion. Poe’s Philosophy of Com - 
position , making a parade of rational dclibcracy and professional effi¬ 
ciency with regard to the most melancholy and lovely emotion a human 
being can experience, that for the death of a beautiful woman, combined 
an extremely exclusive view of subject matter with an aesthetic remote¬ 
ness that would become typical. Art for art’s sake has been described 
with some insight as a kind of return to the vita contemplative, the Bios 
Thedretikos, of the Christian ages. Schopenhauer’s early exposition of 
such a notion lay for a while in obscurity but became popular toward 
the end of the century. 0 This approach to asceticism, in the literary 
men and painters at least, was a close kin of 19th-century medievalism— 
with the difference between the Middle Ages and the 19th century that 
the latter, especially under the rubric of art for art’s sake, offered less 
to contemplate. 


V 

In the later era of art for art’s sake, the argument sometimes became an 
appeal to a supposedly pure aesthetic element of “form*” “Form,” said 
Wilde, “is everything. It is the secret of life.” “Start with the worship 
of form, and there is no secret in art that will not be revealed to you.” 1 
The term “form” might now and then be somewhat mysterious, but for 
one thing it had a close relation with the idea of craftsmanship so far as 
the latter was conceived as a quality discoverable in the art work itself. 
This meant in one sense, a literal sense, the craftsmanship of verse 
technique. Thus Wilde waxed ecstatic over the powers of rhyme. 

Rhyme ... in the hands of the real artist becomes not merely 
a material element of metrical beauty, but a spiritual element of 
thought and passion also. . . . rhyme . . . can turn man’s ut¬ 
terance to the speech of gods; rhyme, the one chord we have 
added to the Greek lyre. 2 

The matter may be plentifully, if more trivially, illustrated in the practice 
of the English “Parnassian” poets and translators (the “Rondelicr” set) 
Payne, Lang, Dobson, Henley, Gosse—who followed Theodore de 

8 John Keats, Letters , cd. M. B. Forman, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1935)1 pp. 72, 96- 
Nos. 32 and 44 (December 21, 1817, and February 3, 1818); cf. his advice to Shelley, 
p. 507: No. 227 (August 9, 1818). 

9 Gilbert and Kuhn, p. 472. 

1 The Critic as Artist , in Intentions , pp. 201-2. 

2 The Critic as Artist , in Intentions , pp. 102-3. 
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Banvillc in a devotion to French medieval and Renaissance poets (\ illon, 
Charles d'Orlcans, Marot, Ronsard) and the intricately fixed forms which 
they had perfected, rondeau , ballade , I'illanellc , chant royal , triolet. 3 I 
intended an ode. And it turned to a sonnet.” 

But in another, and perhaps in the long run more significant, sense, 
the 19th-century pursuit of fine craftsmanship and “form was working 
all along to establish a new kind of liaison, both literal and metaphoric, 
between poetry and the musical and visual arts. 4 The concept of poetry 
as “music” in the later 19th century arrived at a new subtlety, far refined 
beyond mimetic views of the 18th century, and in France this was 
a notable part of symbolist thinking. 3 * The relation with visual art in the 
special mode of art for art’s sake, going back perhaps to Hugos Les 
Orientates (1829) and Gautier's Emaux et Camces (1853), was in a pe¬ 
culiar way more metaphoric and perhaps more fallacious. In a remark on 
his Emaux et Camees Gautier had written: 

This title . . . expresses the plan of treating tiny subjects in a 
severely formal wav—like working on a gold or copper surface 
with brilliant enamels, or using a graver’s wheel on precious 
stones, agate, cornelian, or onyx. Each piece would have to be 
as finely chased as an image for the cover of a jewel box or seal 
ring—something reminiscent of ancient medals such as painters 
and sculptors keep about their studios. 0 

In the same spirit Pater spoke of making language “a serious study, 
weighing the precise power of every phrase and word, as though it 
were precious metal.” 7 Amethystes, Rimes Dorccs , intaglios , “Thoughts 
in Marble,” Proverbs in Porcelain , Ballades in Bine China arc characteristic 
of the period. They represent a passion for smooth surface and sharp 
outline, the poem as nearly as possible conceived as a thing, a hard shape, 
not a discourse. If this was an ideal difficult for literature to achieve, 
nevertheless the general aesthetic theory might look intently in that 
direction. Wilde praised purely decorative, or arabesque, art in virtue 
of its “deliberate rejection of Nature as the ideal of beauty, as well as of 
the imitative method of the ordinary painter.” 8 During this era, visual 
art, reacting against the new claims of photography, tried to move closer 
to music, which was considered as a nearly pure form and hence an 
artistic ideal. The sufficient instance for the moment, if on the inten- 

3 See James K. Robinson, “A Neglected Phase of the Aesthetic Movement: 
English Pamassianism,” PMLA , LXVIII (September, 1953)1 733 - 54 * 

4 Cf. ante Chapter 13. 

5 Cf. post Chapter 26, pp. 590-6. 

G Les Progres de la Poesie Frangaise depuis 18S0 , in Histoire du Romantisine 9 
3d ed. (Paris, 1874), p. 322. 

7 Marius the Epicurean , Chapter VI (London, 1893), p* 7** 

8 The Critic as Artist , in Intentions , p. 200. 
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tionalist side, is Whistler’s painting of his mother, bearing the title: “Ar¬ 
rangement in Grey and Black.” 0 

The most flourishing descendant of art for art’s sake during the 
early 20th century has been the school of pure “formalist” criticism in 
the graphic arts. Much more than any kind of literary criticism, this 
school has continued and accentuated the aesthetic trend not only toward 
purity of form but toward exclusiveness of appeal. “In proportion as art 
becomes purer,” says Roger Fry, “the number of people to whom it 
appeals gets less. ... It appeals only to the aesthetic sensibility, and 
that in most men is comparatively weak.” 1 “The representative element 
in a work of art,” says Clive Bell in his classic treatise entitled Art , “may 
or may not be harmful; always it is irrelevant.” 2 And he tells us much of 
a “peculiar emotion provoked by works of art,” “the aesthetic emotion,” 
the correlative of which is something called “significant form.” 

What quality is shared by all objects that provoke our aesthetic 
emotions? What quality is common to Sta. Sophia and the win¬ 
dows at Chartres, Mexican sculpture, a Persian bowl, Chinese 
carpets, Giotto’s frescoes at Padua, and the masterpieces of Pous¬ 
sin, Piero della Francesca, and Cezanne? Only one answer seems 
possible—significant form. In each, lines and colours combined 
in a particular way, certain forms and relations of forms, stir our 
aesthetic emotions. 3 

The theory, despite a more overt tendency to tautology than is apparent 
in most art theories, might be a good enough theory if it could be com¬ 
pelled to answer the question whether lines and colors ever have their 
complete “significance” in a state purged entirely of our concrete optical 
experience—the resemblance of a circle to the sun and the moon and 
the wheel, the contrast between the geometrically ruled straight line and 
the whole world of organic nature. The problem, as we have suggested, 
may not have a very precise counterpart in literature, 1 yet it may offer 
some instruction, a fortiori, to literary theory. What is not quite possible 
in lines and colors may be even less possible in words. Again, the differ¬ 
ence between aesthetic formalism and any ideas which the historian of 
metaphysics may be willing to impute to Kant will not quite eliminate 
the :*act that this formalism (a theory of non-empirical, geometric art 

°Sec Gaunt, The Aesthetic Adventure, p. 82, on Whistler’s Nocturnes . Wilde 
said that “music is the perfect type of art” because it “can never reveal its ultimate 
secret'* ( Intentions , p. 148); and Pater: “All art constantly aspires towards the con¬ 
dition of music” (The School of Giorgione, in The Renaissance, Modern Library 
edition, p. in). 

1 Vision and Desig.i (London, 1920), p. 10. 

2 Art (New York, c. 1914)1 p. * 5 - 

3 Art (New York, c. 1914)1 p. 8. 

4 Twentieth-century Italian and French versions of “pure poetry” (syllables 
without sense) and Russian experiments in “trans-sense” language provide parallels. 


491 Art for Art's Sake 

values) stands in a fairly direct, if blurred line of descent from the Kant- 
inn <7 priorisw* 

VI 

In thf. didactic theories of the 19th century, art, even though it took a 
creative leadership, had to he somehow true to the way things basically 
arc. In Arnold's formula—art is a “criticism of life”—the criticism would 
obviously have to he somehow faithful to, or limited,by, its object. But 
art for art's sake, both early and late, wanted very much to say some¬ 
thing nearly the opposite. Thus Whistler, in terms sufficiently reminiscent 
of Baudelaire: 

That Nature is always right is an assertion artistically as untrue 
as it is one whose truth is universally taken for granted. Nature 
is very rarely right, to such an extent even, that it might almost 
be said that Nature is usually wrong: that is to say, the condition 
of things that shall bring about the perfection of harmony wor¬ 
thy of a picture is rare, 0 

The mythopocia of Schclling and Friedrich Schlegel and the 
Arnoldian neo-humanism, as well as some forms of the socio-realistic 
claim, \ycrc instances of a lofty view of the artist’s power of reshaping 
reality. The morally didactic principle, the recognition of the artist’s 
undoubted power over the wills and hearts of men, shaded off subtly 
into idealistic concepts of creative imagination or creative will. All along, 
too, the notion of art as creator was susceptible of receiving a more 
purely aesthetic, a more playful, twist. A French historian of romanticism 
and its effects on real life points out that the 19th century was filled 
with sins copied from the poets and novelists. For example, a plague of 
suicides that swept France during several decades of the mid-century 
followed a pattern of feeling set in romances like Wertber and Rene and 
in the morbid verse and prose of writers like Petrus Borel, Philothee 
O’Ncddv, and Alphonse Rabbe. 7 Heine in his Florentine Nights , 1836, 
shows how far the argument might sometimes facetiously venture when 
he maintains that the beauty of the Italian women is a clear instance of 
the influence of the fine arts on human physique. There may have been 

5 Formalist art critics frequently make an appeal to the mathematical elements 
in Plato’s theory. Cf. ante, Chapter 1, p. 17. 

0 The Gentle Art of Making Enemies , p. 143- 

7 Louis Maigron, Le Romantisme et les Moeurs (Paris, 1910), Chapter II, a Le 
Romantisme et le Suicide” csp. pp. 314-151 3*4* 33*~3. 337, 347- “Fn void un y par 
exeviple, Marcel V***, qui se vante <Tavoir ‘tout goute , tout epxiise* de la vie con- 
fonnement aux vieillcurs principes romantiques . . . . // relit Obermann, Rene, 
Joseph Delorme-, et avant de se tuer, juge original de chanter un 1 by vine d la Mort* 
(p. 324). “/e legue a notre cber Club la petite bibliotbeque de vous bien connue. A 
vous particuliercvient fai reserve Wcrthcr, Rene, Obermann, les Oeuvres de Rabbe , 
et Jacques. . . . Cetaicnt vies breviaires” (p. 347)- 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 49 2 

a time when nature supplied models for art, but now it is the other way 
round. “A feeling for the beautiful has penetrated the whole people.” 
“Spirit works on flesh.” 8 More moderately, the theorist might observe 
that art teaches us what to sec in nature, that it is characteristic of the 
human being, as Goncourt put it, “to sec nothing in nature that is not a 
remembrance and recollection of art.” 9 

The twin notions which we have just been sketching—that nature 
is inferior to art (so that art is forced to be untrue) and that art has 
power to anticipate and modify nature—are developed with fine para¬ 
doxical abandon by Wilde in his dialogue The Decay of Lying (1889). 
As to the matter of art and truth: 

My own experience is that the more we study Art, the less we 
care for Nature. What Art really reveals to us is Nature’s lack 
of design, her curious crudities, her extraordinary monotony, 
her absolutely unfinished condition. Nature has good intentions, 
of course, but, as Aristotle once said, she cannot carry them out. 1 

If something cannot be done to check, or at least to modify, 
our monstrous worship of facts. Art will become sterile, and 
beauty will pass away from the land. 

Even Air. Robert Louis Stevenson, hat delightful master 
of delicate and fanciful prose, is tainted with this modern vice, 
for we know positively no other name for it. There is such a 
thing as robbing a story of its reality by trying to make it too 
true, and The Black Arrow is so inartistic as not to contain a 
single anachronism to boast of, while the transformation of Dr. 
Jekyll reads dangerously like an experiment out of the Lancet . 2 

Wordsworth went to the lakes, but he was never a lake poet. 

He found in stones the sermons he had already hidden there. 

He went moralising about the district, but his good work was 
produced when he returned, not to Nature but to poetry. Poetry 
gave Kim “Laodamia,” and the fine sonnets, and the great Ode, 
such as it is. Nature gave him “Martha Ray” and “Peter Bell,” 
and the address to Mr. Wilkinson’s spade. 3 


8 Florcntiniscbe Nachte (Vienna, 1945, Amandus-Edition), pp. i9” 2 °i il Krste 
Nacbt“Die Natur bat bier den Kiinstlern das Kapital zuriickgenovnnen , das sie 
ibnen chut geliehen , und sie be! es bat sicb aufs entziickcndste verzinst, Die Natur , 
'welcbc einst den Kiinstlern ibre Modellc lieferte } sie kopiert bcute ibrerseits die 
Meisterwerke , die dadurch entstanden. Der Sinn fur das Schdne bat das ganze Volk 
durebdrungen, und wie einst das Fleisch auf den Geist, so ivirkt jetzt der Geist auf 


das Fleisch .” 

0 Albert Cassagnc, La Tbeorie de VArt pour l 1 Art en France (Paris, 1906), p. 325. 

1 Intentions (London, 19*3)1 P- 1- 

2 Intentions , pp. 8-9. 

3 Intentions , p. 19. A critique of Shakespeare introduced by .Wilde (p. 21) makes 
a startling comparison to that which we have quoted from Tolstoy in our last chap- 
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As a method Realism is a complete failure, and the two things 
that every artist should avoid are modernity of form and moder¬ 
nity of subject-matter. To us, who live in the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury, any century is a suitable subject for art except our own. 

... it is only the modern that ever becomes old-fashioned. M. 

Zola sits down to give us a picture of the Second Empire. Who 
cares for the Second Empire now ? * * * 4 

They will call upon Shakespeare—they always do—and will 
quote that hackneyed passage forgetting that this unfortunate 
aphorism about Art holding the mirror up to Nature, is delib¬ 
erately said by Hamlet in order to convince the bystanders of 
his absolute insanity in all art-matters . 5 

And secondly, the matter of art’s priority to nature. 

Where, if not from the Impressionists, do we get those won¬ 
derful brown fogs that come creeping down on our streets, 
blurring the gaslamps and changing the houses into monstrous 
shadows? To whom, if not to them and their master, do we 
owe the lovely silver mists that brood over our river, and turn 
to faint forms of fading grace curved bridge and swaying barge. 

The extraordinary change that has taken place in the climate of 
London during the last ten years is entirely due to a particular 
school of Art. You smile. Consider the matter from a scientific 
or a metaphysical point of view, and you will find that I am 
right. For what is Nature? Nature is no great mother who has 
borne us. She is our creation. It is in our brain that she quickens 
to life. Things are because we see them, and what we see, and 
how we see it, depends on the Arts that have influenced us. To 
look at a thing is very different from seeing a thing. One does 
not sec anything until one sees its beauty. Then, and then only, 
docs it come into existence. At present, people see fogs, not be¬ 
cause there arc fogs, but because poets and painters have taught 
them the mysterious loveliness of such effects. There may have 
been fogs for centuries in London. I dare say there were. But 
no one saw them, and so we do not know anything about them. 
They did not exist till Art had invented them . 0 

And if so much was true of art itself, what of art criticism? The 
notion of' an art criticism for its own sake—of a criticism that was itself 
a kind of artistic exercise—was strongly invited. “Impressionistic” crit¬ 

ter. From the viewpoint of art for arts sake one of Shakespeare's faults is “the over- 

importance assigned to character” in his later plays, his uncouthness and vulgarity, 

his “realism." 

* 4 Intentions , pp. 52-3. 

5 Intentions, p. 28. 
u Intentions, p. 39. 
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icism of considerable brilliance had begun to appear in English at least 
as early as the work of Lamb and Hazlitt—Hazlitt’s “gusto’* and his 
bravura appreciation of Elizabethan Literature or English Comic Writ¬ 
ers , Lamb’s baroque whimsicalities concerning Shakespeare’s tragedies 
or English “Artificial Comedy.” We encounter there a use of metaphor, 
an overt personal reference, and a Longinian evocation of feeling such 
as cannot be matched in earlier English criticism. In a note on the Re¬ 
venger's Tragedy Lamb confessed: “I never read it but my ears tingle, 
and I feel a hot blush overspread my cheeks.” 7 And Hazlitt: “I say what 
I think: I think what I feel. I cannot help receiving certain impressions 
from things; and I have sufficient courage to declare (somewhat abruptly) 
what they are.” 8 Later on Sainte-Beuve would say that for him criticism 
was only a way of “exhaling a hidden poetry in an indirect way.” “Crit¬ 
icism as I intend it and want to practise it, is invention and perpetual 
creation.” 0 The heyday of this kind of profession was not reached, how¬ 
ever, until the end of the 19th century and the first three decades of the 
20th, with critics like Anatole France and Jules Lcmaitre in France, 
Saintsbury and Quiller-Couch in England, and their cosmopolite disciples 
in America, Huneker, Mencken, Nathan, or Van Vechten—souls ad¬ 
venturing among masterpieces. The candor of Anatole France is perhaps 
best known. “To be quite frank, the critic ought to say: ‘Gentlemen, 

I am going to speak about myself apropos of Shakespeare, apropos of 
Racine.’ ” 1 

At least three distinguishable propositions seem to be present in the 
philosophy of impressionist criticism and to call for notice if our account 
is to be accurate. 

(1) That the most necessary, or the only necessary, equipment of 
the critic is his sensibility. The classic statement is that of Pater in the 
Preface to his Renaissance Studies. 

What is important ... is not that the critic should possess a 

correct abstract definition of beauty for the intellect, but a cer¬ 
tain kind of temperament, the power of being deeply moved by 

the presence of beautiful objects. 2 

7 Characters of Dramatic Writers Contemporary with Shakespeare , 1808, in 
Charles and Mary Lamb, Works , ed E. V. Lucas, I (London, 1903), 48. 

8 Works, ed. P. P. Howe, V (London, 1930), 175. 

0 Portraits de Femmes (1870), p. 411; Portraits Litter air es (1862-64), III, 54^1 
from a manuscript chapter by Rene Wcllck. 

1 On Life and Letters } First Series, trans. A. W. Evans (London, 1911), Pre¬ 
face, d. viii. 

*See the comparable celebration of the “critic’s sensorium,” his “intimate per¬ 
sonal relation” to the piece of literature, his “prizing” of “the fleeting mood, the 
passing poignant moment of enjoyment,” his refusal “to feel twice alike about 
the samepoem,” by the Harvard Professor Lewis E. Gates, in his essay “Impression 
and Appreciation,” in Studies and Appreciation (New York, 1900), pp. 208-9; cf, 
ZabcJ, p. 21. 
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“Temperament,” said Wilde, “is the primary requisite for the critic a 
temperament exquisitely susceptible to beauty.” 3 

(2) That, as the artist himself is the person most susceptible to 
impressions of beauty, the artist himself is the only licensed critic. In his 
suit against Ruskin, Whistler complained: 

It is not only when criticism is inimical that I object to it, but 
also when it is incompetent. I hold that none but an artist can 
be a competent critic. 4 

(This idea comes echoing down even to our own time, in the opinion, 
for instance, of Mr. Eliot, who has been rebuffed by Mr. C. S. Lewis 
with, the observation that the poet by this argument crowns himself 
“King of Pointland,” for he can trust the judgment of those who ac¬ 
knowledge him a poet only in virtue of being a poet in order to judge 
them. It is true, notes Mr, Lewis, that good reasoning can be recognized 
only by a good reasoncr; yet it is not true that good cooking can be 
recognized only by a good cook. 3 * Poetry would appear to be a type of 
product—in part like reasoning, in part like cooking—which offers at 
least a considerable resistance to the theory that only a poet can be a 
critic.) 0 

(3) That a good critic, in virtue of his very criticism, is a true 
artist, or the truest artist. This is the extreme impressionistic theory of 
criticism. It is a theory of autotelic criticism, of criticism for its own 
sake, and perhaps it is a logical enough outcome of the original paradox 
of art for art’s sake. The thesis was perhaps first distinctly propounded 
by Friedrich Schlegcl. 7 It is developed by Wilde in a companion piece 
to The Decay of Lying , a long dialogue essay entitled The Critic as 
Artist . 

Gilbert: Yes: it has been said by one whose gracious memory 
we all revere, and the music of whose pipe once lured Proserpina 
from her Sicilian fields, and made those white feet stir, and not 
in vain, the Cumnor cowslips, that the proper aim of Criticism 
is to see the object as in itself it really is. But this is a very 
serious error, and takes no cognisance of Criticism’s most per¬ 
fect form, which is in its essence purely subjective, and seeks to 
reveal its own secret and not the secret of another. For the 
highest Criticism deals with art not as expressive but as impres¬ 
sive purely. 

3 The Critic as Artist, in Intentions, p. 194. 

4 The Gentle Art of Making Enemies (New York, 1890), p. 6. 

5 Cf. ante Chapter 5, p. 84. The relevance of such observations is of course 
perennial. 

®C. S. Lewis, A Preface to Paradise Lost (London, 1942), pp. 9 -io* 

7 Cf. ante Chapter 17, p. 376. 
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Ernest: But is that really so? 

Gilbert: Of course it is. Who cares whether Mr. Ruskin’s 
views on Turner are sound or not? What does it matter? That 
mighty and majestic prose of his, so fervid and so fiery-coloured 
in its noble eloquence, so rich in its elaborate symphonic music, 
so sure and certain, at its best, in subtle choice of word and 
epithet, is at least as great a work of art as any of those wonder¬ 
ful sunsets that bleach or rot on their corrupted canvases in 
England’s gallery . 8 

Hours ago, Ernest, you asked me the use of Criticism. 

You might just as well have asked me the use of thought. It is 
Criticism, as Arnold points out, that creates the intellectual at¬ 
mosphere of the age. It is Criticism, as I hope to point out my¬ 
self some day, that makes the mind a fine instrument. . . . 
Considered as an instrument of thought, the English mind is 
coarse and undeveloped. The only thing that can purify it is 
the growth of the critical instinct . 9 

This passage closes the cycle of aesthetico-impressionist thought in the 
appropriate way, showing how in the boundless realm of idealism aes¬ 
thetic and didactic theory become one, or how impressionistic criticism 
can be assimilated to didactic art. If nature, reversing our usual con¬ 
ceptions, is to imitate art, then art, continuing the direction of refer¬ 
ence, may well imitate criticism. Or one art, that which calls itself Art, 
will imitate, or at least be greatly influenced by, another art, that which 
calls itself criticism. This will be easier if criticism in turn calls itself 
Art. Thus Wilde and Arnold find themselves at one. Wilde and Arnold, 
the aesthete and the austere moralist, were both descendants of Schelling 
and Friedrich Schlegel. They were Victorian brothers. Both entertained 
not only a low opinion of the English mind but a vision of art and art 
criticism as free activities which were destined to bring about man’s 
salvation from the bondage of philosophy and religion. 


SUPPLEMENT 

The theological consideration of the working idea clearly shows how foreign 
to art is the servile imitation of the appearance of nature, for art’s most funda¬ 
mental demand is that the work make apparent not something else already 
made, but the spirit from which it proceeds. As God makes created participa- 

* Intentions, p. 140-1- 
9 Intentions , pp. 209-10. 
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tions of His being exist outside Himself, so the artist puts himself—not what 
he sees, but what he is—into what he makes. So anyone contemplating the myr¬ 
iad landscapes bearing God’s signature at every revolution of light, or the 
features of any beast or man whatever, clearly sees that they are literally 
inimitable and that there is more humility in continuing in our own way the 
creative impulse than in striving to obtain a like effect in a picture. 

The truth is, and it is the core of the mystery, that we have nothing but 
what we have received. 

There is considerable truth in Wilde’s paradoxes on lying; truth which, 
needless to say, has nothing to do with the shoddy Hegelianism with which 
he tricks it out. It is quite true that things are better in the mind than in them¬ 
selves, that they acquire their full stature only when they have been expressed, 
and that they themselves pray to be assumed into the heaven of metaphysical 
or poetical thought, where they proceed to live outside time with a life which 
is universal. What would have become of the Trojan War without Homer? 
Unfortunate are the adventures which are never narrated. 

But what Wilde, choked by the paper roses of his aestheticism, failed to 
understand is that our art does not derive from itself alone what it imparts to 
things; it spreads over them a secret which it first discovered in them, in 
their invisible substance or in their endless exchanges and correspondences. 
Take it out of “that blessed reality given once for all, in the centre of which 
we are situated,” and it ceases to be. It transforms, removes, brings closer to¬ 
gether, transfigures; it does not create. It is by the way in which he changes 
the shape of the universe passing through his mind, in order to make a form 
apprehended in things shine upon a matter, that the artist impresses his signa¬ 
ture upon his work. He recomposes for each, according as the poetry in him 
changes him , a world more real than the reality offered to the senses. 

So, because it is subjected in the mind of a man, the law of imitation, of 
resemblance, remains constant for our art, but in a sense purified. It must 
transpose the secret rules of being in the manner of producing the work, and 
it must be as faithful and exact, in transforming reality according to the laws 
governing the work to be done, as science in conforming thereto. What it 
makes must resemble not the material appearance of things, but some one of 
the hidden significances whose iris God alone sees glittering on the neck of 
His creatures—and for that very reason it will also resemble the created mind 
which in its own way discerned those invisible colours. Resemblance, but a 
spiritual resemblance. Realism, if you like, but transcendental realism. 

—Jacques Maritain, “The Frontiers of Poetry,” in Art and Scholasticism y 

trans. J. F. Scanlan (New York, 1942), pp. 95-6, quoted by permission of 

Charles Scribner’s Sons 

When poetry loses sight of the wonderful, it loses its significance and justifica¬ 
tion. Poetry cannot thrive in our trivial and commonplace world. The miracu¬ 
lous, the marvelous, and the mysterious are the only subjects that admit of 
a truly poetic treatment. 

This conception of poetry is, however, rather a qualification and limita¬ 
tion than a genuine account of the creative process of art. Curiously enough 
the great realists of the nineteenth century had in this respect a keener insight 
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into the art process than their romantic adversaries. They maintained a radical 
and uncompromising naturalism. But it was precisely this naturalism which led 
them to a more profound conception of artistic form. Denying the “pure 
forms” of the idealistic schools they concentrated upon the material aspect 
of things. By virtue of this sheer concentration they were able to overcome 
the conventional dualism between the poetic and the prosaic spheres. The na¬ 
ture of a work of art, according to the realists, does not depend on the great¬ 
ness or smallness of its subject matter. No subject whatever is impermeable 
to the formative energy of art. One of the greatest triumphs of art is to make 
us see commonplace things in their real shape and in their true light. Balzac 
plunged into the most trifling features of the “human comedy.” Flaubert made 
profound analyses of the meanest characters. In some of Emile Zola’s novels 
we discover minute descriptions of the structure of a locomotive, of a depart¬ 
ment store, or of a coal mine. No technical detail, however insignificant, was 
omitted from these accounts. Nevertheless, running through the works of all 
these realists great imaginative power is observable, which is by no means in¬ 
ferior to that of the romantic writers. The fact that this power could not be 
openly acknowledged was a serious drawback to the naturalistic theories of art. 
In their attempts to refute the romantic conceptions of a transcendental poetry 
they reverted to the old definition of art as an imitation of nature. In so doing 
they missed the principal point, since they failed to recognize the symbolic 
character of art. If such a characterization of art were admitted, there seemed 
to be no escape from the metaphysical theories of romanticism. Art is, indeed, 
symbolism, but the symbolism of art must be understood in an immanent, not 
in a transcendent sense. Beauty is “The Infinite finitely presented” according 
to Schelling. The real subject of art is not, however, the metaphysical Infinite 
of Schelling, nor is it the Absolute of Hegel. It is to be sought in certain funda¬ 
mental structural elements of our sense experience itself—in lines, design, in 
architectural, musical forms. These elements arc, so to speak, omnipresent. 
Free of all mystery, they are patent and unconcealed; they are visible, audible, 
tangible. In this sense Goethe did not hesitate to say that art does not pretend 
to show the metaphysical depth of things, it merely sticks to the surface of 
natural phenomena. But this surface is not immediately given. We do not know 
it before we discover it in the works of the great artists. This discovery, how¬ 
ever, is not confined to a special field. To the extent that human language can 
express everything, the lowest and the highest things, art can embrace and 
pervade the whole sphere of human experience. Nothing in the physical or 
moral world, no natural thing and no human action, is by its nature and essence 
excluded from the realm of art, because nothing resists its formative and crea¬ 
tive process. “Quicquid essentia dignum est,” says Bacon in his Novum Or - 
ganum (Book I, Aphorism CXX), “id ctiam scientia dignum est.” This dictum 
holds for art as well as for science. 

—Ernst Cassirer, An Essay on Man (New Haven, 1944), pp. 156-8, by 

permission of the Yale University Press 


CHAPTER 13 


EXPRESSIONISM: 
BENEDETTO CROCE 


.§ nineteenth-century expressionism , context and origin 
of Croce's idealism , his Aesthetic, neo-idealism , Auto¬ 
biography— II. the four activities of spirit , intuition-ex¬ 
pression the aesthetic fact , extemalization — 111 . resemblance 
of Croce to Plotinus y double concept of form and art , ugli¬ 
ness as failure of intuition , simple successful intuition vs. 
rich or full intuition , the analogy of bronze-casting — IV. 
duplicity in Croce's basic treatment of the affective , “feel¬ 
ing” in art , “lyrism” in his later theory (the Britanmca 
article , the Essence of Aesthetic)— V. negative grounds of 
the system: rejection of the figures , genres, rules , analysis , 
rejection of specific value terms — VI. Croce as a prac¬ 
tical critic y The Defence of Poetry, “Poetic Personality” 
of the author (Shakespeare, Ariosto, and Corneille), 
Croce's anthological reading , neglect of plot and character , 
resemblance to Longinus — VII. balance sheet for and 
against the system , Croce's strength and influence § 


A recent study entitled The Mirror and the Lamp 1 sees one of 
the main trends of romantic poetics to have been a turning from 
Renaissance concepts of art as mechanically effected mimesis 
toward a new concept of art as organic creation. The mirror gave back 
the literal image of reality external to itself. The lamp threw out its own 
discovering and organizing rays into the void of darkness. A somewhat 
earlier study of the English romantic theory of poetry 2 had attempted 
to show that the concept of creative imagination entertained by Cole¬ 
ridge, Shelley and other poets was the same as the “aesthetic” concept 

1 M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and The Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Criti- 
c< d Tradition (New York, 1953). 

2 A. E. Powell, The Roinantic Theory of Poetry (London, 1926), 
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elaborated a century later by Benedetto Croce. 3 The present writers, 
in undertaking some account of the Croccan aesthetic and in placing it 
at this juncture in their story, believe that Croce does actually achieve 
something like an ultimate definition and synthesis of the cxprcssionistic 
art theory which first came clearly into view with the Germans and 
Coleridge and which was tested and matured through such 19th-century 
vicissitudes as in part we have been describing. Croce’s aesthetic is a 
long way from looking like the preciously burnished perversions of a 
Baudelaire, the Whistlerian study in gray and black, the velvet-coated 
flippancies of a Wilde. Yet the theory is precisely an “aesthetic,” a master 
theory of art for art’s sake, a profound realization of all that might under¬ 
lie and in part justify the 19th-century cry that art must be pure. 

Croce’s theory grows out of an initial preoccupation with the 
historico-social thinking which we have seen to be intrinsic to one sort 
of 19th-century didactic theory, and it is a partial resolution of the con¬ 
flict between such theory and the starker versions of art for art’s sake. 
His early studies, centering in the antiquities of Italy and especially of 
his native Naples, resulted soon in a conviction that the simple accumula¬ 
tion of factual knowledge was futile. He read Vico’s Scieiiza Nuova. And 
there came a time in March, 1893, when “after a whole day of intense 
thought,” he produced an essay entitled “History subsumed under the 
general concept of art.” Shortly afterwards he complemented his his¬ 
torical studies by a period of concentration on economics and a studied 
rejection of Marxism. 4 In February and May of 1900 he read before the 
Accademia Pontaniana of Naples a memoir entitled Fundamental Theses 
of an Aesthetic as Science of Expression and General LinginstiCj and 
this, with some amplifications, and the addition of a historical section, 
became his epoch-making Aesthetic , published in 1902. In later years 
Croce has stressed 5 the importance of his Essence of Aesthetic (or 
Breviario), a lecture written for the opening of the Rice Institute in 1912, 
and his Encyclopedia Britannica article “Aesthetic,” by which he cap¬ 
tured the term “aesthetic” in the English-speaking world for his own 
concept and system. We shall not overlook these statements. Yet the 
earlier Aesthetic not only opens up the system (and Croce’s objections 
to all other systems) in far more detail but reveals in like detail some of 
the consequences of the system for literary study. This work joins with 
Croce’s Logic and his Philosophy of the Practical, Econormc and Ethic 
to compose his Philosophy of the Spirit . In his “opinion” this “exhausts 
the entire field of philosophy.” 6 

3 Croce in his Conversazioni critiche, Third Scries (Bari, 1932)1 PP- 7 -* 3 i has 
some doubts about Miss Powell’s understanding of his philosophy. 

4 An Autobiography , trans. R. G. Collingwood (Oxford, 1927)1 PP- 5^-do. 

5 E. F. Carritt, Philosophies of Beauty (Oxford, 193O, P. 223, n. 1. 

0 Croce, Aesthetic as Science of Expression and General Linguistic } trans. Doug¬ 
las Ainslic, 2nd ed. (New York, 1922-29), p. xxix, Croce’s Preface of 1907. Croce’s 
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In the Hegelian idealism there was something, a world or nature, 
on which spirit worked in a dialectical process. Marxism reduced this 
to a very thoroughly monistic working of material nature in and through 
itself. Croce, using as his entrance into the metaphysical realm no other 
than a literary observation, concerning the breakdown of classical rules 
and genres of art, arrives at an opposite, but equally thoroughgoing, 
monism of spirit. His criticism of the classical genres, he tells us in his 
Autobiography , enabled him to lay his finger “on the point at which 
‘nature,’ the product of man’s own spirit, is introduced into the pure 
spiritual world of art.” Having “thus denied the reality of nature in 
art,” he was led by degrees “to deny it everywhere and to discover 
everywhere its true character, not as reality but as the product of ab¬ 
stracting thought.” 7 “Spirit” in the Crocean philosophy is the “absolute 
reality.” Spirit “generates the contents of experience.” 8 Some of these 
contents of experience, it is true, assume the character (by abstraction) 
of something external to the knowing spirit and (as we shall see) even 
become the means by which further acts of spirit are projected and 
made known to individual spiritual agents external to each other and to 
the immediate consciousness which we must suppose to be spirit for the 
philosopher of the system. But it is perhaps easiest just to say that 
Crocean neo-idealism is not interested in such embarrassments to its 
sweep. They arc looked on as problems arising out of abstraction and 
hence ulterior to the concretely rich, vital and real intuitive knowledge 
which is the direct creation of spirit. 

II 

There are only four basic, essentially different activities or “moments 
of spirit, four kinds of reality: two theoretical, or knowing activities; 
two practical, or volitional. They occur in the following order, each one 
supposing or needing all those that precede it: i. intuition-expression 
(the primary imaginative act of individual characterization or forming); 
2. conceptualization (the intellective and scientific knowledge of relations 
between individual intuitions); 3; volition in general (economic activity); 
and 4. volition of the rationally and universally conceived end—willing 
the true self of spirit (ethical activity—absolute freedom). These four 
ultimates, qualitatively and a-priorisdcally different from one another, 
take the place of such classical ultimates as the ideas of Plato, the sub- 

Aestbetic is quoted throughout the present chapter from the translation of Ainslie by 

permission of the copyright holder, Mrs. G. C. Quinton. Ainslie’s widely influential 
translation first appeared in 1909. It was republished in 1953 by The Vision Press, 
Peter Owen, London. 

7 An Autobiography , trans. R. G. Collingwood (Oxford, 1927) p. 94. 

8 J. A. Smith, Encyclopaedia Britannica , 14th edition, VI, 732* “Benedetto Croce.” 
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stantial forms of Aristotle, the categories and ideas of Kant. Only these 
four have abstract, absolute, conceptual, dialectical validity (Ch. IX, p. 
73). 0 All other concepts are distinguished only quantitatively, tempo¬ 
rarily, conveniently, and more or less arbitrarily, in the boundless realm 
of our empirical experience. “What is true in the natural sciences is either 
philosophy or historic fact” (Ch. III). The four sciences corresponding 
to the four cardinal activities of spirit are: aesthetic, logic, economics, 
and ethics. 

The aesthetician, then, focuses on the first of the spiritual activities, 
intuition-expression. This is bounded at two levels, above by the abstracted 
concept, below by an “obscure region of the soul” (Ch. 1, p. 9), un¬ 
conscious or subconscious, something which Croce most often calls 
“impression,” “sensation,” or “matter.” It is less a thing that really exists 
than a “notion postulated as a mere limit” (Ch. I, p. 6). It is not spiritual 
activity, but inchoate passivity, a formless nothing, a mere urge of some¬ 
thing to be known, to be achieved, to be bom. 1 Intuition-expression is 
individual character, it is form—always different in content, but always 
form. “The aesthetic fact, therefore, is form, and nothing but form” 
(Ch. II, p. 16). The system banishes all notion of art as illusion or as 
mechanical reproduction of, or substitute for, external beauty (Ch. II). 
It asserts that the notion of external physical beauty (either natural or 
artistic) is a “verbal paradox” (Ch. XIII). The natural world, be it re¬ 
membered, exists only at the conceptual and abstract level. 

It is of first importance to the system to insist that intuition-expres¬ 
sion, is both intuition and “expression,” that no intuition can occur with¬ 
out expression. Knowing a thing is simply expressing it to oneself. There 
are really no mute inglorious Miltons, no geometricians who cannot draw 
a figure on the blackboard (Ch. I, p. 9). Let us ask ourselves: Do I know 
anything which I cannot put in words, draw, carve, hum as a tune, or 
express by some other sign? Try to tell someone what that something is? 
Try to draw a picture of it. The embarrassments are obvious. If I know 
anything which I cannot express, at least I cannot communicate it to 
anyone else or prove its existence to anyone else. 

But this admission would scarcely be enough for Croce. He puts 
the acts of speaking or singing, of drawing or painting, under the aes¬ 
thetically non-essential head of “externalization”—a merely practical, or 
willed, activity which may or may not follow on the internal and in¬ 
voluntary activity of intuition-expression. The physical work of art, the 
statue, painting, or verbal sound, is an external stimulus which for the 
qualified recipient will produce the same intuition-expression (aesthetic 

0 Aesthetic, trans. Douglas Ainslie, 1929. 

1 Though at moments Croce is able to speak of it as actually something. “Every¬ 
one speak's and should speak according to the echoes which things arouse in his 
soul, that is, according to his impressions” (Ch. XVIII, p. 150). 
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experience) as prompted the artist to externalize. “Artistic technique 
is no more than a complex of prior knowledge at the service of the 
artist in his volitional activity of externalizing (Ch. XV). “Expression 
itself does not possess means. 2 

But looking inside ourselves again and reversing the direction of 
inquiry, let us ask: Could I have a poem in my head without writing it on 
paper or saying it aloud? Unless we are behaviorists enough to insist that 
the essential thing in silent thinking is some unobserved twitching of 
the throat muscles as the counterpart of audible speech, we will say we 
could. But could I have a painting in my head without going through 
the experimental act of smearing paint on canvas with a brush. Could 
I really? Answers will differ. Beyond doubt, some painters will say yes. 
Nevertheless, we would ordinarily think of a poem in the head, though 
not written down, as a bird in the hand; but of a painting in the head, 
though not painted, as a bird in the bush. Croce’s insistence that there 
is no difference between the two cases (that aesthetic is identical with 
linguistic , Ch. XVIII) lies close to the heart of his secret, his strength, 
and his weakness. 

In favor of Croce’s view we may reflect, provisionally, that not only 
is it impossible to communicate to anyone else what we cannot put in 
signs of some sort, but that whatever we know of that kind (and most 
of us would surely claim to know something, even much, of that kind) 
is, by the very fact that we cannot manage it in signs, likely to be some¬ 
what vague, ill-formed, and unavailable even for our own thinking. Signs 
do seem to help knowledge a great deal. 


A feature of Croce’s system which has provoked some complaint from 
his critics is his strong tendency to assert the equivalence of terms that 
are ordinarily thought of as separate. “The entire aesthetic system of 
Croce,” says one of his Italian critics, “amounts to merely a hunt for 
pseudonyms of the word ‘art,’ and may indeed be stated briefly and 
accurately in this formula: art=intuition=expression=imagination= 
fancy=beauty. And you must be careful not to take these words with 
the shadings and distinctions which they have in ordinary or scientific 

2 So far as it has aesthetic relevance, what is sometimes loosely called a new 
technique (a new kind of romance, a new style of light and shade in painting) is 
really a new work of art. The technique is part of the vision. Yet perhaps Croce 
slips for a moment when (Ch. XV, p. 112) he admits that certain theatrical methods 
(the use of women on the stage, the use of machinery for changing scenes rapidly) 
are in some more proper sense to be called “techniques.” Rosalind as Katharine Hep- 
bum is presumably a different aesthetic experience from Rosalind as boy actor. 
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language. Not a bit of it. Every word is merely a different scries of 
syllables signifying absolutely and completely the same thing.” 3 A coun¬ 
terpart of this sweeping principle of identity might be described as a 
subtly persistent principle of ambivalence. In this respect Croce’s aes¬ 
thetic is not unlike the few other most radical or metaphysical theories 
of both beauty and art which one encounters in ancient and modern 
times—and it is notably like the neo-Platonic identification of beauty 
with form, the principle of being, and the corollary Thomistic analogical 
transcendence of beauty. In such systems, what one might attempt to 
take as a special philosophy of art turns out to be a philosophy of all 
being, or of all knowledge. The circle defined is expanded to take in the 
whole horizon. The Plotinian form enjoyed by a piece of stone is beauti¬ 
ful in itself, but the example of an image exquisitely carved on the stone 
is used to give focus to the very idea of form. And the Crocean neo¬ 
idealism, despite a certain contempt for the mystical ad-libbing of Ploti¬ 
nus, is very much like the Plotinian idealism massively inverted; the 
nous “yonder” becomes the nous within, and all else is accordingly seen 
upside down. The Crocean concept of intuition-expression as the funda¬ 
mental act both of all knowing and of the special kind of knowing called 
art involves a doubling almost identical with that of the two forms of 
stone in Plotinus. The difference between “history” and “art” in the 
Crocean system is the difference between fact and possibility. But within 
the general area of “art” itself a further distinction is demanded—a 
distinction between what is merely art in the sense of being not history 
and what is art in the sense of what is “generally called par excellence 
art.” This is the difference between the art of a scribble on the black¬ 
board or an everyday love letter, and on the other hand, the Art of the 
great masterpieces. And this difference is said to be merely quantitative 
and empirical; it is something to which philosophy is indifferent. Even 
the prose of a scientific discourse has its own character as an expressive 
effort, its own form. IU-written=ill-thought (p. 24. Ch. Ill) is a Crocean 
equation of the most inclusive import. 

The artistic intuition differs from the ordinary not in intensity. 

The difference is not intensive but extensive.—p. 13 

The intuition of the simplest popular love-song, which says the 
same thing, or very nearly, as any declaration of love that issues 
at every moment from the lips of thousands of ordinary men, 
may be intensively perfect in its poor simplicity, although it be 

8 Giovanni Papini, Four and Twenty Minds , quoted by I. A. Richards, in Pnn- 
ciples of Literary Criticism (New York, 1934), p. 255. We omit from Papini’s equa¬ 
tion two terms, “feeling” and “lyricism,” because we have yet to note their place 
in Croce’s thought. 
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extensively so much more limited than the complex intuition of 
a love-song by Leopardi.—Ch. II, p. 13 

The whole difference, then, is quantitative, and as such is indif¬ 
ferent to philosophy, scientia qualitatwn .—p. 13 

The limits of the expression-intuitions that are called art, as 
opposed to those that are vulgarly called non-art, are empirical 
and impossible to define. If an epigram be art, why not a simple 
word? If a story, why not the news jottings of the journalist? 

-p. 13 

Why not indeed on Croce’s major premises? What it all comes to is that^ 
the “aesthetic” of Croce is after all not a philosophy of Art, but a phi¬ 
losophy of all intuitive knowing. Still the fact seems to be never clearly 
admitted or even faced by Croce; it can be detected only by resolute 
comparison of phrases obviously not meant to be compared. The steady 
trend and rhetorical aim of Croce’s Aesthetic is to suggest that the spir¬ 
itual act of intuition-expression, as first broadly defined, is in fact the 
central and necessary conception for a theory of Art. 

The notion of fullness, completeness, success in the achievement of 
intuition-expression plays an important role in the system. The “proba¬ 
ble” in art is the same as the coherent. We strive with our intuitive 
power to master the confusion of passive sensation, the welter of brute 
impression, to objectify it and form it in the clear knowledge of spiritual 
dominion. When we succeed completely, and only then, beauty appears. 
Beauty is thus absolute, formal, unified, perfect. And it follows that the 
anti-aesthetic fact is simply lack of intuitional form. Ugliness in art is a 
hole in coherence, 4 Ugliness is embarrassment of intuitive activity; it is 
multiplicity, failure of knowledge and reality. 5 

But a certain amount of sliding in the use of terms would appear to 

4 As art does not imitate any beauty already existing in the external world, nei¬ 
ther does it imitate, nor can it be spoiled by dealing with, what would ordinarily 
be called ugliness in the external world* The strong tendency of 20th-century art in 
all media to include or even to center on what is ordinarily called both evil and 
ugly in the external world is one correlative of the widely prevalent expressionist 
aesthetic. Rembrandt s Anatomy Lesson gives place in the annual exhibition of 1950 
to Hyman Bloom’s Fe?nale Corpse , Back View (Art News , XLIX, May, i 95 °» 17) • 
This continues the classical and Renaissance opinion that even a dunghill if ac¬ 
curately represented is pleasing and the more modem debate of literary philosophers, 
hke Lessing ( Laocoon , Chs. XX 1 II-XXV) or in the 19th century the Hegelian Karl 
Roscnkranz ( Asthetik des Hdsslichen , 1853) on the aesthetic relevance of the ugly. 

5 “If the ugly were complete , that is to say, without any element of beauty, it 
would for that very reason cease to be ugly, because it would be without the con¬ 
tradiction in which is the reason of its existence. The disvalue would become non- 
value.” Unsuccessful art works are said to have “merits,” but not beauty. These “mer¬ 
its” are beautiful parts, or beautiful small wholes, in large failures, and furthermore 
(though this may be more surprising) they can exist only in failures. The success¬ 
ful whole work, “being a complete fusion,” has but one value. It has no beautiful 
parts, no merits (Ch. X, pp. 79-80). 
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accompany the argument. The notion or the successful intuition harbors 
a certain duplicity. For there is in the first place the struggle of any 
given intuition, more simple or less simple, to clarify itself upon the 
welter of half-known impression. And there is in the second place the 
achievement of the complex and rich Art intuition in all its superiority 
over the simpler kind. And these two conceptions constantly blend. Thus: 

On the hither side of the lower limit is sensation, formless mat¬ 
ter, which the spirit can never apprehend in itself as simple 
matter. This it can only possess with form and in form. . . . 
How often do we strive to understand clearly what is passing 
within us! We do catch a glimpse of something, but this does 
not appear to the mind as objectified and formed.—Ch. I, p. 5 

But a few pages later: 

The world which as a rule we intuit is a small thing. It consists 
of little expressions, which gradually become greater and wider 
with the increasing spiritual concentration of certain moments. 
They are the words we say to ourselves, our silent judgments: 
“Here is a man, here is a horse, this is heavy, this is sharp, this 
pleases me,” etc. It is a medley of light and colour, with no 
greater pictorial value than would be expressed by a haphazard 
splash of colours, from among which one could barely make 
out a few special, distinctive traits. This and nothing else is what 
we possess in our ordinary life; this is the basis of our ordinary 
action. It is the index of a book. The labels tied to things (it has 
been said) take the place of the things themselves. This index . 
and these labels (themselves expressions) suffice for small needs 
and small actions. From time to time we pass from the index to 
the book, from the label to the thing, or from the slight to the 
greater intuitions, and from these to the greatest and most lofty. 

—-Ch. I, pp. 9-10 

This passage is sometimes far from easy. It has been observed 
by those who have best studied the psychology of artists that 
when, after having given a rapid glance at any one, they attempt 
to obtain a real intuition of him, in order, for example, to paint 
his portrait, then this ordinary vision, that seemed so precise, so 
lively, reveals itself as little better than nothing.—p. 10 

It is to be observed that the dialectical and absolute importance attached 
initially in the system to the sheer act of intuition-expression becomes 
by degrees transferred to a special sort of intuition-expression, that which 
is “greater and wider.” The ordinary, slight intuitions are actually de¬ 
scribed in a way that makes them sound like cliche concepts—“indexes 
of a book,” “labels tied to things.” The greater and wider intuition, of 
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the portrait painter, for instance, is then described as a “real intuition,” 
and the “ordinary vision” sinks back into a status “little better than noth¬ 
ing”—i.e. into the status of sensation or- impression. Yet in other passages 
of the book, where it suits him to be more consistent with his basic doc¬ 
trine, Croce will say that any kind of intuition at all has an aesthetic 
worth equal to that of any other. 

Not only is the art of savages not inferior, as art, to that of 
civilized peoples, if it be correlative to the impressions of the 
savage; but every individual, indeed every moment of the spir¬ 
itual life of the individual, has its artistic world; none of these 
worlds can be compared with any other in respect of artistic 
value.—Ch. XVII, p. 137 

A double notion of “form” has extensive ramifications throughout 
the system. To take one example which may stand in general for the 
technical bearings of the difficulty: When Croce attempts to explain 
how it is that the intuition-expressions of Art do after all use a kind of 
conceptual language, an inheritance of ready-made forms and pre-fab- 
ricated bric-a-brac (words themselves, for instance, allusions, old saws, 
catch-words, aphorisms, and the like in poetry), he says that these ele¬ 
ments do not enter into the new poem as forms but are first de-morphosed 
as it were, reduced and fused back into a state of mere “impression,” 
formless stuff. An analogy from bronze-pouring seems ready to his pur¬ 
pose. 

He who conceives a tragedy puts into a crucible a great quan¬ 
tity, so to say, of impressions: expressions themselves, conceived 
on other occasions, are fused together with the new in a single 
mass, in the same way as we can cast into a melting furnace 
formless pieces of bronze and choicest statuettes. Those choicest 
statuettes must be melted just like the pieces of bronze, before 
there can be a new statue. The old expressions must descend 
again to the level of impressions, in order to be synthesized in 
a new single expression.—Ch. II, p. 20 

But this analogy may not in fact read so smoothly. Do the conceptual 
materials (the old saws, catch words, and the like) which one finds in a 
poem really melt out of sight? Or don’t they have to retain their form 
and meaning in order to operate poetically at all? To make the point in 
another way: there is a certain kind of form in the statuette—a kind 
that is absent in the “form/err” pieces of bronze. But on the showing of 
Croce’s own system, those pieces of bronze also have a form, the simpler 
intuition-expression which is the very form of our knowing them. And on 
an issue of intuition versus conception, there is no ground for discrimi¬ 
nating between the statuette and the junk. The statuette does lose much 
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more than the junk in being melted down. But that is an issue of Art 
versus general intuition. We are back with the Plotinian piece of stone, 
which always has form, but sometimes has form par excellence by having 
an image carved on it. 


IV 

Croce’s theory is in a sense the most resolutely cognitive of all modem 
art theories. His fundamental division of spiritual activity into the cogni¬ 
tive and the volitional enables him to proceed with great clarity and 
authority in his dismissal of the affective art theories which he groups 
under the headings “hedonistic” (Ch. XI) and “sympathetic” (Ch. XII). 
Nevertheless, the affective element is one which his system has always 
had to cope with, and one which comes to have a more prominent role 
in works written after his Aesthetic . To account for the fact that in the 
presence of works of art one experiences not just aesthetic knowledge 
but aesthetic pleasure, Croce proposes in his Aesthetic that each of the 
four radical spiritual activities, as it succeeds or fails, is accompanied by 
a “special activity, of non-cognitive nature, having its two poles, positive 
and negative, in pleasure and pain ” (Ch. X, p. 74).° Aesthetic pleasure is 
simply the feeling of pleasure which accompanies our successful acts of 
intuition-expression. But let us realize clearly (and this may cost some 
effort) that each one of the four main spiritual activities is accompanied 
by this special volitional act (or overtone) called “feeling.” Not only 
activities of knowing (poetic and scientific) but activities of volition 
themselves (economic and ethical) have their accompaniment of voli¬ 
tional pleasure and pain. Not only does the scientist experience delight 
in the knowledge of his discovery— eureka —but he must experience an¬ 
other delight in the success of his wishing to make the discovery. A 
certain clarity in the cognitive area has been obtained at the expense of 
a very odd double situation in the volitional area. This perhaps betrays 
some conflict between the cognitive effort of Croce’s art theory and what 
turns out to be his equally resolute affectivism in general value theory 
—by which judgments of value “follow instead of preceding the affirma¬ 
tion of the will, and are nothing but the expression of the volition already 
experienced” (Ch. VI, p. 49). Working back from such empty acts of 
willing and feeling (which have to be valued themselves by their own 
echo acts of feeling), we rule out feeling from the aesthetic act by say¬ 
ing that although it accompanies the act it has nothing to do with the 
character of the act. To put the matter another way, Croce’s affective 
duplicity in the Aesthetic is one cost of his attempt to keep practical 

0 In another paragraph (p. 75) he says that this activity is just the same as “that 
more elementary and fundamental practical activity which we have distinguished 
from the ethical,” i.e., just the same as economic or volitional activity in general. 
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activity, economic and ethical feeling, too severely distinct from aes¬ 
thetic activity. Perhaps the difficulty has never been completely over¬ 
come. The “incipient” or “imaginal” responses of a later psychological 
theory of literature, for instance, or the purely contemplative pleasure 
of an earlier metaphysics, may share somewhat the same embarrassment. 
Yet there would appear to be something oddly maladroit and absent- 
minded about this aspect of Croce’s thought. 

It is in certain other passages of the Aesthetic , where he is con¬ 
cerned with the danger of consulting either author or audience in their 
moral activities, their feelings of guilt and innocence, that he makes his 
best comments, negative though they may be, on “feeling.” 

Many legends in the biographies of artists have sprung from 
this erroneous identification [between knowing and willing], 
since it seemed impossible that a man who gives expression to 
generous feelings should not be a noble and generous man in 
practical life; or that the dramatist whose plays are full of stab¬ 
bing, would not himself have done a little stabbing in real life. 
Artists protest vainly: “ Lasciva est nobis pagina , vita proba ,” 

—Ch. VI, p. 53 

What are these apparent or manifested feelings, but feelings ob¬ 
jectified, intuited, expressed? And it is natural that they do not 
trouble and afflict us as passionately as those of real life, because 
those were matter, these are form and activity; those true and 
proper feelings, these intuitions and expressions.—Ch. X, p. 81 7 

Croce has always been severe upon the mere display and indulgence of 
feeling in poetry and upon the critical method of being interested in 
authors themselves as feeling and willing beings. 8 Yet what, after all, of 

7 Three meanings of the term “feeling” are defined by Croce in his Aesthetic 
(Ch. II, p. 18; Ch. X, p. 74): 1. the volitional activity of pleasure or pain with which 
we have been dealing above; 2. feeling as passivity, matter, impression, inchoate 
knowledge; 3. feeling as “pure intuition”—i.e., intuition in its character as non-con- 
ccptual and non-historical, neither scientific nor factual. In the passage of Aesthetic , 
Chapter X quoted above, meanings 1 and 2 may be seen in fusion. In a passage which 
we arc about to quote from Croce’s Britannica article, the use of the term “feeling” 
in a shift from meaning 1 to meaning 3 is to be noted. 

8 Thus in an essay written as early as 1887: “It is not enough to feeL Feeling is 
nothing if hand is not ruled by intellect. In the work of Gaspara, self-revelation 
often remains a mere act of will, an intention. Gaspara sheds tears, but is not always 
in command of enough magic to transform them into pearls” (Luigi Russo, La Cm- 
ica Letteraria Contemporanea , Bari, 1946, I, 133). 

For very strong statements against attending to the author himself (under any 
practical aspect) instead of to his poetry, see Ctoce’s opening Chapter on Shake¬ 
speare, Ariosto , Shakespeare and Corneille (New York, 1920), pp. 117 ff.; The Po¬ 
etry of Dante (New York, 1922), pp. 27, 32; Breviary of Aesthetics , Rice Institute 
Pamphlets (Houston, 1915), pp. 13-14; and La Poesia (1936)* p- 297: “• • - non bn - 
porta quel che il poeta si propone o vuol fare o crede di fare , ma umcamente quel 
che esso fa.” 
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feeling and its role in art? Does it have only the same minor role as do 
the feelings of pleasure attendant on a successful scientific conceptualiza¬ 
tion, or (in the awkward doubling which we have noted) those attendant 
on the success of our economic and ethical volitions? Even the impro¬ 
priety of reading the dramatist’s own feelings into his play about murder 
and incest does not obviate the fact that the element of feeling is a very 
prominent part of the poem. This line of inquiry can lead to a view 
arrived at by Croce only some years after the writing of his Aesthetic 9 
—that Artistic intuition-expression is precisely the intuition-expression 
of “feeling.” Not the tumult of feeling felt by an author in his practical 
life, not feeling simply spilled out, confessed a la Rousseau, or exposed 
to public view. But precisely feeling intuited and expressed, feeling ob¬ 
jectified, embodied and made knowable in the artistic act—in the lin¬ 
guistic act of the poem. The new and more precise name now bestowed 
upon Artistic intuition-expression was “lyrism” ( liricita ). Thus in his 
Britannica article, “the basis of all poetry is the moral consciousness.” 
But: 


The feeling is altogether converted into images, into this com¬ 
plex of images and is thus a feeling that is contemplated and 
therefore resolved and transcended. Hence poetry must be called 
neither feeling, nor image, nor yet the sum of the two, but “con¬ 
templation of feeling,” or “lyrical intuition,” or (which is the 
same thing) “pure intuition”—pure, that is, of all historical and 
critical reference to the reality or unreality of the images of 
which it is woven, and apprehending the pure throb of life in 
its ideality. 1 

The lyric is not a pouring forth; it is not a cry or a lament; it 
is an objectification in which the ego sees itself on the stage, 
narrates itself, and dramatizes itself; and this lyrical spirit forms 
the poetry both of epic and of drama, which are therefore dis¬ 
tinguished from the lyric only by external signs. 2 

°The Preface to the 1907 edition of the Aesthetic alludes to the “lyrical nature 
of art” (trans. Ainslie, 1929, p. xxix). The earliest emphatic development of the idea 
seems to be the paper on “The Lyrical Character of Art” delivered at the Heidel¬ 
berg Congress of 1908. A translation of this appears in the first English edition of 
the Aesthetic , 1909. The Italian text may be found in Problemi di estetica , 1910. Cf. 
Autobiography , trans. Collingwood, 1927, p. 102, “the concept of intuition in aesthe¬ 
tic now elaborated into that of lyrism.” 

x The end of this passage seems to revert to the special sense of “feeling” as 
“pure intuition” defined in the Aesthetic (Ch. II, p. 18). But the main sense of “feel¬ 
ing” in these Britannica passages is clearly closer to the ordinary affective-volitional 
sense. 

2 Encyclopaedia Britannica , 14th Edition, “Aesthetic” vol. I (1937) > PP- 2< 55 i *68. 
Cf The Essence of Aesthetic (London, 1921), pp. 3 *- 3 i “lyric” as synonymous with 
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Croce has changed his definition of Art and of Art value by making 
feeling the required Art content or a prominent part of it. If we find a 
difficulty in squaring the new definition with his fundamental doctrine 
that to classify inniition-expressions in any way is to conceptualize and 
neutralize them, losing sight of the one aesthetically significant fact, the 
fullness and success of intuition-expression as “form,” he will answer, 
no doubt, that the feeling itself is a kind of intensity or “throb” which 
has no specific coloration except from the cognitive character of the in¬ 
tuition-expression which it accompanies. On the plateau which he thus 
erects for himself, raising his early concept of the fullness and richness, 
the formal success, of the Artistic intuition more clearly into the strata 
of human ethical concerns, Croce is able to elaborate his views so as to 
accommodate much that appears more characteristically in other modem 
systems, those of the romantic Germans before him and those of his 
later expressionist and affectivist contemporaries. Thus in one of his 
New Essays on Aesthetic first collected in 1920 we find the doctrine 
of “lyrism” leaping exultantly into such affirmations as these. 

The particular throbs with the life of the whole intuition, and 
the whole exists in the life of the particular. Every pure artistic 
image is at one and the same time itself and the universe, the 
universe in this individual form and this individual form equiv¬ 
alent to the universe. In every word of the poet, in every act of 
his creative imagination, appears the whole of human destiny, 
all the hopes, illusions, sorrows and joys, the grandeur and mis¬ 
ery, of the human state. 

To give to the contentual feeling an artistic form is to give it 
also the stamp of totality, the cosmic afflatus. 

Art is essentially free from practical interest, . . . because in art 
there is no suppression of any interest at all; rather art gives all 
our interests simultaneous free play in the image. It is only in 
this way that the individual image, transcending the particular 
and acquiring a value of totality, becomes concretely individual. 8 

Or in his Oxford lecture The Defence of Poetry, 1933, the following: 

The thoughts and actions and emotions of life, when sublimated 
to the subject-matter of poetry, are no longer the thought that 
judges, the action effectually carried out, the good and evil, or 
the joy and pain actually done or suffered. They are all now 
simply passions and feelings immediately assuaged and calmed, 
and transfigured in imagery. That is the magic of poetry: the 
union of calm and tumult, of passionate impulse with the con- 

B Nuovi saggi di estetica , 3d ed. (Bari: Gius. Laterza & Figli, 1948), pp. 122-5, 
“II Carattere di totalita dell’ espressione artistica.” 
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trolling mind which controls by contemplating. It is the triumph 
of contemplation, but a triumph still shaken by past battle, with 
its foot upon a living though vanquished foe. Poetic genius 
chooses a strait path in which passion is calmed and calm is 
passionate; a path that has on one side merely natural feeling, 
and on the other the reflection and criticism which is twice re¬ 
moved from nature; a path from which minor talents find it but 
too easy to slip into an art either convulsed and distorted by pas¬ 
sion, or void of passion and guided by principles of the under¬ 
standing. Then they are called “romantic” or “classical.” 4 


V 

Literary students have perhaps found their easiest sympathy with Croce, 
and their most profitable instruction, in the negative starting points of 
his polemic, and notably in his attack on such fixtures of the literary 
tradition as the classical “figures” of speech and thought, the classical 
literary species or genres and the rules of decorum long attached to these. 
(The theoretical part of his Aesthetic is here vigorously supplemented 
by his historical chapters.) All these classical technicalities, let it be re¬ 
membered, had been taken at least implicitly, throughout centuries of 
criticism, as conceptions of value and prescriptions for obtaining value. 
To use a figure was to add an ornament to plainness and hence to score 
a point ( piinctum ) on the tally sheet of the dulce . To violate the deco¬ 
rum of a genre, as in experimenting with a new lyric meter or with the 
hybrid of a pastoral tragi-comedy, was to court chaos or at least the 
sharply raised eyebrow of the critical arbiter. But to the inviolable gen¬ 
eral rule Croce opposes the inviolable individual—the individual which 
must not be touched by conceptual abstraction if it is to retain its aes¬ 
thetic validity. (The beginning of his whole philosophy, as he himself 
has confessed, was his criticism of the genres.) 

Croce takes ruthless advantage of the inescapable fact that no literary 
arbiter has ever succeeded in setting up a code which subsequent poets 
have not with equal success subverted. Though the poet’s materials and 
even his forms in the grammatical and prosodic senses be conventional, 
yet it is his rule of craft that he must do something different with them. 
(Even if the little bronze image be not melted out of all identity, it must 
at least be somewhat twisted.) The verba . . . parce detorta , the callida 
junctura of Horace had long ago testified to this much. The most elo¬ 
quent champion of genre theory in Croce’s early days, Ferdinand 
Brunetiere, was scarcely setting up as a legislator; he was only joining 

4 The Defence of Poetry: Variatiom on the Theme of Shelley , trans. E. F. Carritt 
(Oxford, 1933), p* 2 Sf by permission of the Oxford University Press, Inc. 
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classical genre with Darwinism to create a frame of reference for the 
orderly exposition of literary history —revolution des genres litteraires. 
Something like that Croce himself would permit. 5 Yet such an exposition 
he would relegate to the dubious realm of literary history, a discipline 
which works “to some extent with generalizations and abstractions.” 

Croce’s dogma is set sternly against all classification of expressions, 
all notions about the limits of a given art or about combinations of the 
arts (Ch. XV). It is set against anything like an intellcctualization of 
the artistic meaning—against all analysis, all classification, all grammar, 5 
all allegorizing, all rhetorical splits between “form” and “content,” “or¬ 
nament” and business, all conceptions of proper and “improper” ways of 
saying the same thing, all notions of homonym and synonym, and of 
literary translation. (If a metaphor is improper or an ornament external 
to the real meaning of an expression, why should it appear in the ex¬ 
pression at all? If, on the other hand, it is really a proper part of the 
expression, why call it improper or ornamental?) 

Language is a perpetual creation. What has been linguistically 
expressed is not repeated, save by reproduction of what has al¬ 
ready been produced. The ever-new impressions give rise to 
continuous changes of sound and meaning, that is, to ever-new 
expressions. To seek the model language, then, is to seek the 
immobility of motion.—Ch. XVIII, p. 150 

Language is not an arsenal of arms already made, and it is not a 
vocabulary, a collection of abstractions, or a cemetery of corpses 
more or less well embalmed.—p. 150 

We can elaborate logically what we have already elaborated in 
aesthetic form only; but we cannot reduce what has already 
possessed its aesthetic form to another form also aesthetic. In¬ 
deed, every translation either diminishes and spoils, or it creates 
a new expression, by putting the former back into the crucible 
and mingling it with the personal impressions of the so-called 
translator.—Ch. IX, p. 68 

Croce makes a very damaging case not only against all the classic 
“paraphernalia” of criticism, but (and here the theory cuts to the quick 

5 “It may be asserted that the history of aesthetic productions show's progres¬ 
sive cycles. . . . When many are at w'ork in a general way upon the same subject, 
without succeeding in giving to it the suitable form, yet drawing always more near 
to it, there is said to be progress, and when appears the man who gives it definite 
form, the cycle is said to be complete, and progress is ended” (Ch. XVII. p. 136). 

6 The “linguistic unit,” says Croce, is the sentence: “Peteriswalkinginacountry- 
road.” Any analysis of this into words, syllables, or syntax is an abstractive and more 
or less arbitrary act which does violence to its aesthetic integrity. One might be 
tempted to begin a critique of the Crocean system at just this point—with the ques¬ 
tion how one distinguishes a sentence from adjacent sentences of a linguistic dis¬ 
course. And if such a distinction is valid, why not a distinction between words? 
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of even the modern critical consciousness) against every term that has 
ever taken on the least specific or technical coloring as a predicate in an 
attempt to define good poetry. Consider, he says, such opposed pairs of 
terms as classical and romantic, symbolic and realistic . Each of the four 
has been used as a term of positive valuing by a critic of a certain temper 
and can be used by us for the same purpose at a certain moment in a 
certain light—but blink your eyes, look again, and like the honeycomb 
cells of ambiguous perspective in the trick advertising sign, slanting now 
up, now down, the pair of critical terms will shift its value emphasis. 
Classical means either artistically perfect or coldly artificial; romantic 
means either warmly and truly expressive or sentimental and uncon¬ 
trolled. Realistic means cither mechanically imitative or vividly life-like; 
symbolic means either something that takes inspired liberties with reality 
or something that is stiffly allegorical. In short, any one of these terms 
can mean either artistic or inartistic . And no one of them, and no other 
critical term, has any privileged hold on the notion of the artistic . There 
is no such thing as specific, technical praise of an art work. All such 
terms when used for positive valuing—rhythm, meter, assonance, rhyme, 
metaphor, or what you please—are only synonyms for artistic form. 7 
For neutral and scientific purposes you can move from the individual 
intuition into such abstractions, but you cannot move back again. 


VI 


The total suppression of all critical discourse seems threatened. At the 
same time (and from Croce’s own practice as a literary critic we may 
see this) he is scarcely in favor of such a suppression. He himself has 
defined the office of criticism as being to “discern and to point out 
exactly where lies the poetical motive.” 8 Croce is always an interesting 
practical critic. He has given us some rather fine examples of a certain 
taste and of a certain critical idiom, the latter of which may or may not 
be exactly defined in the formula we have just quoted. Thus in his 
Oxford lecture The Defence of Poetry , the following exegesis of a single 
line by Racine. 


It is a delusion to suppose that a verse delights us by any sounds 
with which it stimulates our ears to ecstasy. What it stimulates 
to ecstasy is our imagination, and thereby our emotion. There is 
a verse of Racine which Theoohile Gautier used to scan and de¬ 
claim with gusto, and which other disciples of preciosity are in 
the habit of reciting as absolutely unmeaning and yet, or rather 


pp. 


7 Ch. IX, pp. 70 ” 1 - 

6 Ariosto, Shakespeare and Corneille , trans. Douglas Ainslie (New York, 1920), 
147. 
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for that reason, the only beautiful verse which the poet ever suc¬ 
ceeded in writing: 

La fille de Minos et de Pasiphae 

That is certainly beautiful, but not in virtue of the physical com¬ 
bination of its sounds. One might make infinite ocher combina¬ 
tions of such sounds without producing any effect of beauty. It 
is beautiful because these sounds, these syllables and accents, 
bring before us, in an instantaneous imaginative fusion, all that 
was mysterious and sinister, all that was divine and fiendish, all 
that was majestic and perverted, both in the person and in the 
parentage of Phaedra. And this is expressed by two epic names, 
that of the royal Cretan legislator and that of his incestuous 
wife, at whose side rises in our imagination, the brutal figure of 
the bull. 9 

Croce’s criticism demonstrates a firm grasp on the nature of the verbal 
art expression (or in fact on the nature of all art expression as distinct 
from simply sensory pleasure). He has a fine flair for exploring the im¬ 
plicit meanings and hence the imaginative unity of poetic passages. Join 
with these facts his statements, already quoted, concerning the highly 
complex “totality” which he recognizes in a work of literary art—and 
we may be led to hope that in Croce has been discovered the patron 
theorist of the practical literary critic. 

Yet a certain contradictory simplism may have been suggested in 
that definition of the critic’s office which we have quoted—to “discern 
the poetical motive.” And despite Croce’s many eloquent pronounce¬ 
ments to the contrary, there is more than a hint here too of a genetic 
and biographical standard. Though he avoids the “Practical Personality” 
of Shakespeare, it is not, after all, the plays which he would take instead, 
but the “Poetic Personality.” The classification of the spirit, the literary 
characterization ( caratteristica ), hovers between the single work and the 
author’s whole output, the latter seeming to form some kind of necessary 
whole. Literary “history” is proper if it confines itself to the work of a 
single author, a single spirit, improper if it tries to include more. 1 “Crit¬ 
icism,” wrote Croce in a letter not many months before his death, “does 
not require anything else than to know the true sentiment of the poet in 
the representative form in which he has translated it. Any other demand 
is extraneous to the question.” 2 

“Sentiment” and “spirit” tend strongly, in Croce’s thinking, to be 

9 The Defence of Poetry , p. 23, by permission of the Oxford University Press, 
Inc. See his glowing analysis of a passage from Virgil in the Britannica article. 

1 “La rifon/ia della storia artistica e letter an a" in Nuovi saggi di estetica, 3rd 
ed. (Bari, 1948), pp. 157 ff., cited by Rene Wellek, “Benedetto Croce,” Comparative 
Literature , V (Winter, 1953), 76. 

2 Wellek, Comparative Literature , V, 77. 
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conceived as indivisible. They may flash out in a short lyric burst as 
well as in a whole work, perhaps more likely in the short burst. We re¬ 
call the doctrine of the Aesthetic according to which unsuccessful works 
have, with reference to their wholeness, only “merits,” not beauties, 
though each merit is in itself a beauty. One might have suspected Croce 
of an extreme fastidiousness with regard to nominal wholes, of a great 
readiness to look through long works for their most striking merits, their 
passages of “pure lyrism” (as Edgar Allan Poe thought a long poem a 
contradiction in terms and the best of “long poems” only a series of 
short poems linked by prose). And as a matter of fact this kind of 
anthological reading is quite prominent in Croce’s criticism. He treats 
Goethe’s Faust, for instance, almost as an album or commonplace book 
in which Goethe entered his feelings at various times. 3 He writes of 
Corneille: 

We care nothing for the canvas, but only for what of embroi¬ 
dery in the shape of poetry there is upon it. 

The poetry of Corneille, or what of poetry there is in him, is 
all to be found in the lyrical quality of the volitional situations, 
in those debates, remarks, solemn professions of faith, energetic 
assertions of the will, in that superb admiration for . . . per¬ 
sonal, unshakable firmness. Here it is that we must seek it, not 
in the development of the dramatic action or in the character of 
the individual personages. 

We must insist that those four tragedies [Le Cid, Horace, Pol - 
yeucte, Cinna\, like those that followed them, are not to be read 
by the lover of poetry otherwise than in an anthological man¬ 
ner. 4 

What might not at first come home to the unprepared reader is that Croce 
is not here speaking of what he supposes to be badly structured plays, 
• in contrast to better structured, which it would be worth while reading 
as wholes. The truth is that he looks on the grosser architecture of any 
verbal work at all as a matter of very small moment, even of aesthetic 
irrelevance. He tends to associate structure with the mere intentions of 
the author, something to be known only abstractly and apart from the 
sentiment and imagination which is the poetry. 5 The structure of Dante’s 
Coirrmedia is what pertains to the “theological-political romance,” 

3 Wellek, Comparative Literature , V, 77. 

4 Ariosto, Shakespeare and Corneille, trans. Douglas Ainslie, pp. 407, 408, 414. 
Copyright, 1920, by Henry Hole and Company. Copyright, 1948, by Douglas Ainslie. 
By permission of the publishers. 

5 Wellek, Comparative Literature , V, 77, citing “Recenti lavori tedeschi di ent- 
ica del Faust,” in Croce’s Goethe, 4th ed. (Bari, 1946), II, 101. 
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around which the actual poetry clings like luxuriant vegetation. 0 His state¬ 
ment concerning Shakespeare is perhaps the most shocking of all. 

Certainly, it would be possible to take one of the plays of Shake¬ 
speare, or all of them, one after another, and ... to illustrate 
their aesthetic coherence and to point out the delicacy of treat¬ 
ment, bit by bit, scene by scene, accent by accent, word by 
word. . . . This insistence upon analysis and eulogy will be of 
special value to those who do not immediately understand of 
themselves. . . . But it does not form part of our object in writ¬ 
ing this treatise, nor does it appear to form part of the duty of 
Shakespearean criticism, for Shakespeare is one of the clearest 
and most evident of poets, capable of being perfectly under¬ 
stood by men of slight or elementary culture. 7 

It would seem to follow that when Croce in his Britannica article asserts 
the unity of lyric, dramatic, and epic poetry, he does not mean that lyric, 
dramatic and epic are three different ways of realizing the same poetic 
quality (each having its own special features, approximate laws, and the 
like) but that epic and dramatic are literally,to be read as collections of 
lyric passages framed together in a largely irrelevant structure of plot 
and character. Despite all his disavowals, then, he takes his place as the 
ultimate romantic critic, exhibiting a strong similarity to that far-off 
harbinger, sometimes considered the first romantic critic, the author of 
the Peri Hupsous , who also frankly confessed his belief that the poetic 
ecstasy is a thing that occurs only in short spurts of energy, sudden 
flashes. 8 


VII 

In trying to assess the Crocean system, one may be tempted to write 
a kind of balance sheet. To the credit of the system, let it be set down 
clearly that it is devoted to the discouragement of all didactic criticism, 
all scientific, realistic, informational, and baldly mimetic norms, and also 
the overtly intentionalistic, inspirational and biographical. It discourages 
likewise all kinds of criticism according to the literary species and ac¬ 
cording to rules, or, as this is nowadays called (in the terminology 

6 La Poesia di Dante , 6th ed. (Bari, 1948), p. 59 (Wellek, Comparative Litera¬ 
ture* V, 77). 

7 Ariosto , Shakespeare and Corneille , pp. 280-3. 

8 In the bewildering range of Croce’s work one finds of course a certain num¬ 
ber of statements in favor of conceptual criticism and of an as artifice or making, 
and against merely impressionistic criticism. Critics, he says once* should be re¬ 
minded of the prohibition posted in some German concert halls: "Das Mitsmgen ist 
verboten” Wellek Comparative Literature , V, 80-1, citing Poesia popolare e poesia 
d'arte (1933) and Nuovi saggi di esthetica, 3rd ed. (Bari, 1948), pp. 223 ff. 
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promoted by Richards), criticism by technical presuppositions or general 
critical preconceptions. It discourages ornamentalism and every other 
separation of form from content, means from end. At the same time, if 
only certain clauses of the system are consulted (those concerning full¬ 
ness, richness and unity of intuitions, harmony of interests and totality), 
then it will seem to encourage a study of literary parts in relation to 
wholes and a synthetic understanding of the art work. And lastly, the 
Crocean system more or less encourages the right kind of historical 
study, the reconstruction of the conditions, the vocabulary of ready 
meanings, which enter into the meaning of the work itself. 

But on the other hand, and against the system, it must be set down 
that it inclines in some of its clauses to promote an exaggerated respect 
for the author himself (if not as a practical personality, yet as a poetic 
personality) and that in its emphasis on the unexternalized intuition it 
has favorably influenced (at least in the English-speaking world) the 
early 20th-century trend toward critical standards of sincerity, spon¬ 
taneity, authenticity. In the same way, it has contributed its influence to 
the sway of critical impressionism. By the mere fact that it is a form of 
monistic expressionism and idealism, it has tended to undercut the notion 
of real values and hence to remove the background against which even 
an idealistic theory of art values must make its claims. Lastly, and this 
is the most serious complaint that must be made, in the zeal of his 
anathema against the classical paraphernalia, Croce moves on to prohibit 
in effect all critical analysis and hence all consideration of literary works 
as integrated objects or as complexes of meaning, and all distinctions 
between symbolic and literal structures of meaning. He forbids us in 
short to do anything for the critical enrichment of our intuitions. We 
are asked to remain content with the lightning flash. In the chapters of 
his Aesthetic on the history of art (XVI and XVII) he seems to face 
the fact that we can ultimately arrive at a better intuition of a whole 
through a conceptual analysis of its elements, but he does not like to 
extend this view into actual criticism—unless perhaps to the criticism of 
a short passage, a single line, like that of Racine’s which he analyzes 
with such fervor. It is as if Croce can observe the fact of synthesis and 
contextual modification of elements within a small compass, but that the 
same thing in a wider perspective of plot, character, act and scene, forces 
the notion of abstractive conception upon him and leads him to speak 
of mere structural intentions and argumentative purposes. In insisting 
that the statuette must be melted to enter into a larger work of art, he 
forgets the gargoyle upon the cathedral—and he forgets that the small 
image if only it is allowed to retain its form can be mz7wformed by 
various juxtapositions with other objects and by the play of various lights 
upon its own shape. 

The problems which we have been sketching are not the peculiar 
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product of Crocean thinking. They are rather some of the most per¬ 
manent problems of criticism, which Croce succeeds in bringing to a 
stage of acute even painful realization for the literary student who is 
faced with the practical need of talking about literary works. Croce 
perhaps more powerfully than any other modern aesthetician sums up 
and completes an era of idealistic and expressionistic thinking about art. 
He polarizes the philosophy of the art work as a uniquely individual 
organization and as an expression of spirit and hence a creation (ordered 
by its own laws) rather than an imitation (ordered by the laws of some¬ 
thing external to itself). This philosophy, if one attempts to take it as 
all in all, is probably not enough to enable the survival either of art 
criticism or of art. Yet it is a pole of thought and reality which has al¬ 
ways and unremittingly (whether critics were aware of the fact or not) 
exerted its energy toward the modification of too simple or too rigid 
norms of external reference or mimesis—just as those classical norms in 
turn, along with the affective norms which reach full discussion only in 
modern times, inevitably exert their own energy to subvert the monistic 
form of expressionism. We may venture the minimal and summary state¬ 
ment that today it has become almost impossible for the literary critic 
or historian to use classical conceptions of mimetic decorum or rhetorical 
affectivity without some tempering awareness of the Crocean critique. 

Croce’s influence in the English-speaking world has been most readily 
traceable in the names of his British translators and commentators, Col- 
lingwood, Carritt, Walkley, Carr, and in the work of expressionist aes- 
theticians like the American C. J. Ducasse in his early phase, and more 
broadly in other aesthetic thinking, like Bosanquet’s quasi-hedonist Three 
Lectures on Aesthetic of 1923, or even in thinking of a distinctly rival 
cast. A few years before they died, Croce and John Dewey confronted 
each other in the American Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, the 
former making large claims of paternity upon the experiential and prag¬ 
matist aesthetic of the latter, and the latter irritably alluding to the 
pervasiveness of the concepts at stake. Literary critics have been on the 
whole less likely to advertise their indebtedness to Croce—though the 
“new criticism” sponsored in America by the historian J. E. Spingam 
about 1910 was clamorously Crocean, and doubtless a number of acknowl¬ 
edgements might be cited as paralleling that made by the Scotch pro¬ 
fessor Lascelles Abercrombie in his Theory of Poetry , 1926—to Aris¬ 
totle, Croce, and “common sense.” The influence of Croce has been like 
that of Kant in the era 1800 to 1840 in France, of a pervasive and 
atmospheric kind, blending with a generally favorable climate of opinion 
so as not always to be clearly distinguishable. 
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SUPPLEMENT 

In Richmond this month, the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, instead of allow¬ 
ing the customary five-man jury to select its biennial of contemporary U.S. 
painting, has set a precedent that could be profitably followed by other and 
larger institutions the country over. To avoid what the Richmond director, 
Leslie Cheek, Jr., says of the previous juried exhibitions—“the selections in¬ 
evitably represented compromises”—he invited, for the 1950 event, a one man 
jury and special director in the person of James Johnson Sweeney. Mr. 
Sweeney’s philosophy and operating policy (with full power to select, invite 
and hang the exhibition) are set forth by him in the following pages. 

. . . the succes de scandale of the first night was not an abstract painting at 
all, but a distinguished romantic realist, Hyman Bloom, with his Female 
Corpse . , . . Nobody seemed to take that as a metaphor, proving once more 
that most Americans can accept their symbolism in the form of anything, in¬ 
cluding trade-marks and jingling commercials, so long as it isn’t symbolical 
realism. Even so, it would have been impossible to foresee the violence and 
the pathetic rage with which the Bloom was greeted. An editorial the next 
morning in the Richmond Timcs-Despatch went a long way toward a U.S. 
record for malapropism and bad taste: it began by disqualifying itself in rank¬ 
ing Mr. Sweeney’s choice with its own evaluation of Joyce’s Ulysses , “A tongue- 
in-cheek pretense of ‘erudition’ which must be seen to be properly deprecated.” 
But it concluded with an attack on the Virginia Museum’s source of income 
in state funds, implying that they could be cut off for showing “corpses”— 
which is serious business indeed. 

The Bloom (any similarity in name to characters in James Joyce’s Ulysses 
is entirely accidental) is, in the writer’s opinion and that of many others, an 
important American picture. In its subject matter, of course, it shares some 
identity and apparently a momentary fate with that of Gericault’s Raft of 
the Medusa and Courbet’s Burial at Omans. With them, it violates the sacred 
bourgeois tabu that the cadaver is never brought into the parlor except for 
the actual funeral party. And, with them, its fate will be to remain misunder¬ 
stood until the metaphor is discovered beneath the superficial reality. 

—Alfred M. Frankfurter, Art News , XLIX (A 4 ay, 1950), 17, “Vernissage: 

One Man’s Corpse” 


Queries: Why is this only a bourgeois tabu? Why isn’t it a good tabu? 
Who are the people who ordinarily bring the cadaver into the parlor? For 
what purposes? What is the metaphor he is talking about? Why isn’t this just 
pretentious hot air? Is it? A look into Art News for May , /pjo, where Bloom’s 
“Fe?nale Corpse, Back View, 194 7” is reproduced on p . 18, might lead to a 
fruitful series of revelations and speculations concerning the “ugly” in graphic 
art. 
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Let us now stop and restate the ideas which we are considering in relation 
to one another. The first is that the style of a poem and the poem itself are 
one; the second is that the style of the gods and the gods themselves are one; 
the third is that in an age of disbelief, when the gods have come to an end, 
when we think of them as the aesthetic projections of a time that has passed, 
men turn to a fundamental glory of their own and from that create a style 
of bearing themselves in reality. They create a new style of a new bearing in a 
new reality. This third idea, then, may be made to conform to the way in 
which the other two have been expressed by saying that the style of men and 
men themselves are one. Now, if the style of a poem and the poem itself are 
one; if the style of the gods and the gods themselves are one; and if the style 
of men and men themselves are one; and if there is any true relation between 
these propositions, it might well be the case that the parts of these propositions 
are interchangeable. Thus, it might be true that the style of a poem and the 
gods themselves are one; or that the style of the gods and the style of men 
arc one; or that the style of a poem and the style of men are one. As we hear 
these things said, without having time to think about them, it sounds as if they 
might be true, at least as if there might be something to them. Most of us are 
prepared to listen patiently to talk of the identity of the gods and men. But 
where does the poem come in? And if my answer to that is that I am concerned 
primarily with the poem and that my purpose this morning is to elevate the 
poem to the level of one of the major significances of life and to equate it, 
for the purpose of discussion, with gods and men, I hope it will be clear that 
it comes in as the central interest, the fresh and foremost object. 

—Wallace Stevens, Two or Three Ideas, Chapbook Published by the Col¬ 
lege English Association as a Supplement to The CEA Critic , XIII (Octo¬ 
ber, 1951), pp. 4-5, by permission of the University of Pennsylvania Press 

When gods arid men turn into each other, curiously it is the poem (initially 
the medium for effecting such transvaluations) which begins to have a hard 
time maintaining its identity and calls out for salvaging . Wallace Stevens 9 
subtly twisted essay in poetico-theology may be consulted as a plenary illustra¬ 
tion of what occurs when the idealistic and fictional view of the world makes 
a present and urgent threat to take over . 
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THE HISTORICAL METHOD: 
A RETROSPECT 
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the original meaning , F. W. Bateson , the elite audience , 
dissatisfaction of the critic , Lionel Trillmg, “The Sense of 
the Past” “extra-aesthetic authority” contemporaneity , 
dating and genuineness, tabloid of ambiguities § 


I N SEVERAL EARLIER CHAPTERS 1 WE HAVE ALLUDED TO THE ROLE WHICH 

the idea of history, or the consciousness of history, has played dur¬ 
ing modern times in determining conceptions of literature and of 
literary study. We have noticed the questions about literary progress 
which appeared in the quarrel between the Ancients and the Modems 
during the latter 17th century, the notion of poetry as the evolving ex¬ 
pression of racial or national history which occupied German romantic 
thought from the time of Herder on, and the Hegelian complication of 
historic process into dialectic idealism and the results of such philosophy 
during the 19th and 20th centuries, especially in Russian and French 
theories about the sociologically didactic function of literature. The pres¬ 
ent chapter aims at giving a somewhat more special account of how 
modern professional literary studies have developed in the direction of 
historical method. 

In a very simple way historical method began to find an entrance 
into literary study through early modern attempts at writing literary 
chronicle—early nationalistic inclinations to look back over certain cen¬ 
turies and to catalogue authors, manuscripts, or printed books, as in the 
bibliographies of English literature compiled by Leland, c. 1545, Bale, 
1548 and 1557, Tanner, 1748, or Mackenzie, 1708-22. 2 But such interests 
could not continue very long without becoming involved in complica¬ 
tions. 

The medieval and early Renaissance ages of criticism looked on 
literary norms as very safely fixed and enduring and on the history of 
literature—like that of civilization in general—as a decline from a Golden 
Age. The history of the world had exhibited a lamentable decline of 
“coherence.” 3 But the early 17th century in England saw the rapid rise, 
under Baconian scientific auspices, of the idea that modem pigmy men 
might by standing on the shoulders of ancient giants reach even a little 
higher than they. The end of the century moved on the full sweep of 
1 Chapters 11, 17, 21, 22. 

2 See YVellek, Rise , pp. 4-5, 135. This chapter owes a great deal in various places 
not only to Professor Wellek’s Rise of English Literary History and to various pub¬ 
lished essays of his which will be acknowledged in the notes but to two manuscript 
essays: “English Literary History during the Romantic Age” (read at the Indian¬ 
apolis meeting of the Modem Language Association in 1941) and “English Literary 
Historiography in the Victorian Age” (read at the New York meeting of the Mod¬ 
em Language Association in 1944) • 

3 Cf. Victor Harris, All Coherence Gone (Chicago, 1949)* 
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the rationalist theory that history had been a steady progress from bar¬ 
baric shadows toward the clear light of the new age. In literature, this 
was the Modernist view of a direct clear progress from the medieval 
quaintness of Chaucer toward the correctness in diction and verse of the 
Augustans. France had taken somewhat of a lead and had provided a 
model. Back toward the beginning of the century Malherbe had arrived 
(“enfin Malherbe vint”) to pulrify French style. And at the end, Boileau, 
though he battled against Modernist pretensions and claimed his authority 
only “in right of Horace,” could nevertheless be said to “reign.” The 
concept of a modern progress had to be more or less accommodated 
(as we have seen, for instance, in Pope’s Epistle to Augustus) inside a 
wider panorama of the Ancient and Modern world. The cycle from 
Chaucer to Pope was paralleled by the ancient Roman cycle frpm 
Ennius to Horace. Still the Augustan emphasis was heavily on modern 
perfection and on the limping steps which preceding generations had 
taken toward this state. This was classicism stiffened by the Cartesian 
accent. The same reasonable spirit which when operating by itself would 
relegate poetry to a role of outmoded enchanter’s gibberish, would when 
it was allied with the literary spirit assert the principle of literary progress 
and of modern supremacy in correctness. This Augustan attitude, so 
well known nowadays to literary historians, was to survive throughout 
the 18th century and, less conspicuously, even into the 19th. The Eliza- 
bethanism of a Coleridge, a Hazlitt, or a Lamb was contemporary with 
numerous antithetic expressions. Elizabethan prose, Nathan Drake would 
say, was “quaint, uncouth and tedious, insufferably prolix.” It was af¬ 
flicted with a “barbarous, and pedantic stiffness.” 4 All poets before Sur¬ 
rey, said Surrey’s editor of 1815, George F. Nott, “must be read in 
reference to the particular age in which they lived. . . . But of this 
allowance Surrey never stands in need.” There is “hardly anything in 
all his writings to remind us that he lived nearly three hundred years 
ago. 


II 

That was approximately the rationalist stance, or the classical stance as 
fortified by the scientific spirit. But it had already, for over a hundred 
years, been serving as a point of departure for several kinds of liberal 

4 Essays, Biographical and Historical, Illustrative of the Tatler, Spectator and 
Guardian (1805), II, 3-4- 

8 The Works of Henry Howard Earl of Surrey and of Sir Thomas Wyatt the 
Elder (London, 1815), I, ccliiL “Entire passages might be quoted which have all the 
appearance of having been written in the purest times of modem literature; nor 
could they be distinguished from the most finished^ periods of either Pope or Dry- 
den. This is an improvement which reason and judgment must approve as one of 
the highest importance to our literature.” 
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reaction. The least aggressive kind might be described as merely a plea 
for tolerance, for giving the literature of ruder ages a square deal. Don’t 
let a man be tried by the laws of a country of which he is not a citizen. 
Ignorance, in literature as in morals, is some extenuation of guilt. This, 
however, could easily turn into some such more liberal demand as— 
simply: Let us not dispute about the different tastes of different times 
and places! Or, again, with the cutting edge turned in a new direction: 
Perhaps it was the classic law-givers who were ignorant; they might 
have changed their minds if they had seen what we have seen. 

The climate, the age, the disposition of the people, to whom a 
poet writes, may be so different, that what pleased the Greeks 
would not satisfy an English audience. 

It is not enough that Aristotle has said so, for Aristotle drew his 
models of tragedy from Sophocles and Euripides; and if he had 
seen ours, might have changed his mind. 0 

Various scientific analogies might support the argument. Charles Gildon, 
answering an attack by William Walsh on the artificiality of modem love 
verses, first insinuates a relative aesthetic on the analogy of medical 
science: 

Our Physicians have found the Prescripts of Hippocrates very 
Defective; And as in Physic, so in Poetry, there must be a re¬ 
gard had to the Clime, Nature, and Customs of the People; for 
the Habits of the Mind as well as those of the Body, are in¬ 
fluenc’d by them; and Love with the other Passions vary in their 
Effects as well as Causes, according to each Country and Age; 
nay, according to the very Constitution of each Person affected. 7 

But later—shading tolerance into preference: 

Regard must be had to the Humour , Custom , and Inclination of 
the Auditory; but an English Audience will never be pleas’d with 
a dry, Jejune and formal Method that excludes Variety as the 
Religious observation of the Rules of Aristotle does. 8 

6 Dry den. Heads of an Answer to Ry?ner , c. 1677, in Critical and Miscellaneous 
Prose Works , ed. Edmond Malone (London, 1800), I, ii, 305-6. 

7 Miscellaneous Letters and Essays , ed. Gildon (London, 1694), “An Essay and 
a Vindication of the Love-Verses of Cowley and Waller,” p. 210, quoted by^R. F. 
Jones, “Science and Criticism in the Neo-Classical Age of English Literature,” JH1, 
I (October, 1940), 393. Jones cites Marchamont Nedham, Medela Medicmae, 1665, 
for the argument that diseases and remedies vary according to countries, dmes, and 
nations. Cf. Jones, Ancients and Modems (St. Louis, 1936), p. 216. 

8 Miscellaneous Letters , p. 223, “To my Honoured and Ingenuous Friend Mr. 
Harrington, for the Modem Poets against the Ancients.” In Thomas Killigrew’s 
comedy Chit-Chat , 1719, a character remarks that he would as soon receive medical 
treatment by the rules of Hippocrates and Galen as see a play written by the rules 
of Aristotle and Horace (Jones, JHI , I, 395). 
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The argument for tolerance of various tastes and times might be 
used in favor of an earlier time (that of Chaucer or Shakespeare) when 
that time was criticized too rigorously by modern classical critics, or 
the same argument for tolerance might be used in favor of the modern 
time when that time was criticized too rigorously by the norms of 
classical antiquity. In this variation, the argument, though using com¬ 
parative or relativistic premises, could actually swing into support of the 
classico-scientific notion of simple linear progress. 

But the argument for the earlier time, the apology for Shakespeare 
or Chaucer as innocent violators of rules they never made, is that which 
had the greater immediate future. It was this which developed strongly 
during the 18th century as Thomas Warton and other writers took up 
apologetic themes invented two centuries earlier by Italian defenders of 
romance epic, but heard only now and then, as in an essay by Chapelain 
(En Lisant les Vienx Romans) 9 during the century of French classicism. 
Thus Warton in his Observations on the Faerie Qneene of Spenser , 1754: 

In reading the works of an author who lived in a remote age, it 
is necessary, that we should look back upon the customs and 
manners which prevailed in his age; that we should place our¬ 
selves in his situation, and circumstances. ... For want of this 
caution, too many readers view the knights and damsels, the 
turnaments and enchantments of Spenser with modern eyes, 
never considering that the encounters of Chivalry subsisted in 
our author’s age . . . that romances were then most eagerly 
and universally read; and. that thus, Spenser from the fashion of 
his age, was naturally dispos’d to undertake a recital of chiv¬ 
alrous achievements, and to become, in short, a ROMANTIC 
POET. 1 

But it is absurd to think of judging either Ariosto or Spenser by 
precepts which they did not attend to. We who live in the days 
of writing by rule, are apt to try every composition by those 
laws which we have been taught to think the sole criterion of 
excellence. Critical taste is universally diffused, and we require 
the same order and design which every modern performance is 
expected to have, in poems where they never were regarded or 
intended. Spenser, and the same may be said of Ariosto, did not 
live in an age of planning. His poetry is the careless exuberance 
of a warm imagination and a strong sensibility. It was his busi¬ 
ness to engage the fancy, and to interest the attention by bold 

u Cf. Victor M. Hamm, “A Seventeenth-Century Source for Hurd’s Letters on 
Chivalry and Romance ” PMLA, LII (1937), 820-8. 

1 Observations (1754)1 Section X, p. 217. 
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and striking images, in the formation, and the disposition of 
which, little labour or art was applied. The various and the mar¬ 
vellous were the chief sources of delight. Hence, we find our 
author ransacking alike the regions of reality and romance, of 
truth and fiction, to find the proper decorations and furniture 
for his fairy structure. Born in such an age, Spenser wrote 
rapidly from his own feelings, which at the same time were 
naturally noble. Exactness in his poem, would have been like 
the cornice which a painter introduced in the grotto of Calypso. 
Spenser’s beauties are like the flowers in Paradise. 2 

Warton teeters from the accent of apology toward the accent of tri¬ 
umph. He wavers between saying that in order to read an old author 
we ought to know the customs, favorite books, and literary laws of the 
time when he wrote 3 and saying that if through better historical knowl¬ 
edge we do learn to read an old author, we may find that in him after all, 
rather than in our classically correct contemporaries, is the true spirit of 
poetry. How far this wavering represents an indecision on Warton’s part 
(a conflict between the Augustan ideas in which he had been educated 
and the Spenserian poetry by which he felt himself attracted) or how 
far it was a strategy of getting a foot in the door before shoving, is a 
matter scarcely relevant to the present inquiry. 4 In the Letters on Chivalry 
and Rmnance published by Warton’s friend and correspondent Bishop 
Richard Hurd in the same year (1762) as the second edition of Warton’s 
Observations , the accent of* apology 5 * * 8 has become almost incidental to a 
far more excited manifesto in favor of the Gothic norm. 

The greatest geniuses of our own and foreign countries, such as 
Ariosto and Tasso in Italy, and Spenser and Milton in England, 
were seduced by these barbarities of their forefathers: were 
even charmed by the Gothic Romances. Was this caprice and 
absurdity in them, Or, may there not be something in the Gothic 
Romance peculiarly suited to the views of a genius, and to the 

2 Second edition, 1762, Section I (I, 21). Cf. the encomium of Chaucer, 1754, 
Section V, p. 142. 

3 For similar, if more generalized, statements of this part of the historical argu¬ 
ment, see Samuel Johnson’s Miscellaneous Observations on Macbeth , 1745, and Pref¬ 
ace to Shakespeare, 1765. 

4 Cf. D. Nichol Smith, Warton 1 s History of English Poetry (London, 1929), pp. 

1-5, 27-9. Modem scholarship concerning Warton and his friend Hurd resounds with 
the question whether they were really “romantics” and rebels. See, for instance, 
R. D. Havens, “Thomas ; Warton and the Eighteenth-Century Dilemma,” SP, XXV 

(*928), 50; Odell Shepard, “Thomas Warton and the Historical Point of View in 

Criticism,” }EGP y XVI (1917), 153—63; Hoyt Trowbridge, “Bishop Hurd: A Rein¬ 
terpretation,” PMLA } LVIII (June, 1943), 450-65. 

8 See Letter VIII on examining a Gothic structure by Grecian rules. 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 528 

ends of poetry, And may not the philosophic moderns have 
gone too far, in their perpetual ridicule and contempt of it? 0 

We are upon enchanted ground, my friend; and you are to think 
yourself well used that I detain you no longer in this fearful 
circle. The glimpse, you have had of it, will help your imagina¬ 
tion to conceive the rest. And without more words you will 
readily apprehend that the fancies of our modern bards are not 
only more gallant, but, on a change of the scene, more sublime, 
more terrible, more alarming, than those of the classic fablers. 

In a word, you will find that the manners they paint, and the 
superstitions they adopt, are the more poetical for being Gothic. 7 

We arrive, then, at romantic primitivism—the notion that the poetry of 
uncivilized times, or poetry written about uncivilized times, is the most 
natural, the most directly human, the most powerfully emotional—pa¬ 
thetic and sublime—and is hence the best. It was about this time that in 
France Rousseau exploited the political and educational idea that human 
suffering proceeds from the artificiality of civilization. Diderot was say¬ 
ing that the more a people is civilized and polished, the less arc its 
customs poetic. Everything civilized weakens and sweetens. 8 Condillac’s 
Traite sur FArt cTecrire (1775) draws a sharp contrast between the ages 
of vivid imagination and succeeding ages of analysis, taste and criticism. 
In England appeared the primitivistic forgeries of Chatterton (giving 
his age a stronger taste of the 15th century) and of Macpherson (giving 
the age what it wanted, a Homer of the Celtic dawn). 0 The issue of 
“poetic diction” (peasant or aristocratic?) which we have noted in the 
debate between Wordsworth and Coleridge was one of the more precise 
and grammatically defined issues produced by the trend of primitivism. 

Ill 

The doctrine of primitivism was a stark contradiction to the Augustan 
notion of linear progress from barbarism. A simple view of progress was 

0 Letter I, p. 81. Cf. Letter VI, p. 108: Homer, had he had the opportunity, 
would have “preferred” the “feudal ages” for their “improved gallantry” and “the 
superior solemnity of their superstitions.” 

7 Letter VI, p. 113. Cf. Letter XII, p. 154, “a world of fine fabling.” 

8 Oeuvres, ed. Assczat-Toumcur, VII,. 370. 

0 Macphcrson’s Dissertation Concerning the Poevis of Ossian, published with 
Teviora in 1763, observes that “The nobler passions of the mind never shoot forth 
more free and unrestrained than in the times we call barbarous. That irregular man¬ 
ner of life, and those manly pursuits, from which barbarity takes its name, arc highly 
favorable to a strength of mind unknown in polished times. In advanced society, 
the characters of men are more uniform and disguised. The human passions lie in 
some degree concealed behind forms and artificial manners; and the powers of the 
soul, without an opportunity of exerting them, lose their vigor” (second paragraph). 
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countered by an equally simple view of effete decline. Some complication 
of this procedure was, however, possible. The Augustan view itself, as 
we have noticed, had required the contemplation of two classical or 
Augustan ages, the ancient and the modem. In his essays Of Poetry and 
Of Ancient and Modem Learning , 1690, Sir William Temple had given 
this frame of reference a twist toward the primitivistic by arguing that 
the modern situation was not a peak of poetical achievement but some¬ 
where on a downslope toward effeteness. Such a complication was in 
effect the meeting of the Augustan and the primitive notions and the 
reduction of each, as purely conceived, to the status of an inferior ex¬ 
treme. Yet it was a complication too that was almost bound to favor the 
primitive somewhat over the classical. For if poetry had risen, it could 
have risen only from some state of uneducated rudeness, and if it had 
ever declined, it could have declined only into some state of overcivilized 
effeteness. The scheme was bound to be viewed from its forward end 
(no society of theorizers could possibly see themselves as sunk in bar¬ 
barism). The theorizers were bound to look back to a less theoretical, 
more imaginative, golden age. The earliest elaborate version of such a 
cyclic primitivism is perhaps to be found in Vico’s theory of the imagina¬ 
tive rise of human institutions (his ages of patriarch and myth, of king 
and emblem, of society and law) expounded in the Scienza Nitova of 
1725. Vico was not known in England during the 18th century. But his 
ideas would not have been out of place. In one of Bishop Hurd’s Eliza¬ 
bethan Dialogues , often printed along with his Letters on Chivalry and 
Romance , occurs the following very adequate general statement. 

There is, I think, in the revolutions of taste and language, a cer¬ 
tain point, which is more favourable to the purposes of poetry, 
than any other. It may be difficult to fix this point with exact¬ 
ness. But we shall hardly mistake in supposing it lies somewhere 
between the rude essays of uncorrected fancy, on the one hand, 
and the refinements of reason and science, on the other. 

And such appears to have been the condition of our language in 
the age of Elizabeth. It was pure, strong, and perspicuous, with¬ 
out affectation. At the same time, the high figurative manner, 
which fits a language so peculiarly for the uses of the poet, had 
not yet been controlled by the prosaic genius of philosophy and 
logic. 1 

Both the simpler primitivistic contrast (between imagination and reason, 
between elemental passion and social criticism) and some kind of cyclic 

1 Hurd’s Letters on Chivalry and Romance with the Third Elizabethan Dia¬ 
logue , ed. Edith J. Morley (London, 1911), pp. 71-2. The dialogue is the third of 
Hurd’s eight Moral and Political Dialogues , and the first of two dialogues on Eliza¬ 
bethan topics. The Dialogues were first published in 1759- 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 530 

elaboration were 18th-century commonplaces which carried well through 
the theorizing of the romantic period. Thomas Warton’s History of Eng¬ 
lish Poetry , 1774-81, by far the most elaborate venture of its kind up to 
that date and an authority which remained standard for several genera¬ 
tions, is permeated with an assumption that the growth of reason dries 
up the sources of imagination. The narrative is laid out on a conception 
of English literature as divided into three main ages, the archaic, the 
golden or Elizabethan, and the modern age of wit, toward which the 
Elizabethan declined. 2 This is a scheme which prevails in English literary 
history during the next half century, either in fairly literal repetitions, 
or in such modifications as that of Hazlitt in his Lectures on the English 
Poets , 1818, where he talks about the imagination of the Elizabethans, 
the fancy of the metaphysicals, the wit of the Restoration, the common¬ 
places of the 18th century. 8 In an earlier chapter 4 we have seen elaborate 
cyclic views joined with both primitivistic enthusiasm and anti-primi¬ 
tivistic satire in Shelley’s Defense and in the Four Ages of his friend 
Peacock. Add to the Augustan phase of effete intellcctualization a re¬ 
surgence of poetry in the romantic era itself, and value this negatively 
as a pseudo-primitive relapse into barbarism, and we have the Four Ages . 
Value the romantic phase as a kind of promising spring-tide in cosmic 
legislation, and we have the historical conceptions underlying the De¬ 
fense . Repetitions of the 18th-century pattern or protests against it ap¬ 
pear in nearly all the English romantic essayists, in Coleridge, in De 
Quincey, in Carlyle. 5 At the same time, the romantic mind, both German 
and English, tended to reduce the phases of literary evolution to only 
two, a natural and an artificial, a romantic and a classical, conceived 
either as alternating without limit—a series of revolts against nature and 
of restorations—or as moving forward from the Homeric, directly natural 
or naive, in the irreversible dialectic of self-awareness or reflexive in¬ 
volution which we have noted in another earlier chapter. 0 


IV 

Both in his Observations on the Faerie Queene and in his History of 
English Poetry Thomas Warton argues for the study of old, barbaric 
poetry mainly on the grounds that it records the “features” of a past 

2 Gray’s scheme for a History of English Poetry, in a letter to Warton, 15 April, 
1770 (first printed in the Gentleman's Magazine , February, 1783* pp. 100-1) gave Res¬ 
toration and Augustan literature the name “school of France.” 

8 See Complete Works , ed. P. P. Howe, VI (London, 1930), 83. 

4 Chapter 19. 

5 See Rene Wellek, “De Quincey’s Status in the History of Ideas,” PQ , XXIII 
(July, 1944), 264-5; “Carlyle and the Philosophy of History,” PQ, XXIII (January, 
1944),’ 63-4. Cf. Wellek, Rise, p. 193. 

* 6 Chapter 17. 
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time, “preserves the most picturesque and expressive representations of 
manners,” “transmits to posterity genuine delineations of life.” 7 During 
the romantic age the relation of literary study to historical antiquarian- 
ism becomes more complicated, participating in the Germanic conception 
that literature is the organic creation of a national mind, the expression 
of a certain society, age, and national spirit. Carlyle gives us the following 
vigorous formulation. 

The history of a nation’s poetry is the essence of its history, 
political, scientific, religious. With all these the complete His¬ 
torian of Poetry will be familiar: the national physiognomy, in 
its finest traits, and through its successive stages of growth, will 
be clear to him; he will discern the grand spiritual tendency of 
every period, which was the highest Aim and Enthusiasm of 
mankind in each, and how one epoch evolved in itself from the 
other. He has to record the highest aim of a nation, in its suc¬ 
cessive directions and developments; for by this the poetry of 
the nation modulates itself; this is the Poetry of the nation. Such 
were the primary essence of a true history of poetry. 8 

During the mid-19th century, French versions of this argument are 
the most prominent. They are less idealistic and patriotic than the earlier 
German versions, more sociological and deterministic. In what became 
the classic French instance with regard to England, Taine’s History of 
English Literature, 1864, the aim of literary study is to uncover the en¬ 
vironmental causes of literature—and these are conceived as falling under 
the now famous three main heads of race , milieu , and moment . That 
is, the study of literature is valuable because literature, even more than 
religion (which is a combination of poesy and credulity) and even more 
than philosophy (which is a mere dry abstraction from poetry) is the 
warmest and fullest revelation of the motives by which civilizations are 
determined. For the purpose of this study, poetry stands on the same 
level with all the other forms of direct human revelation, not only dramas 
and novels but letters, sermons, table talk, memoirs, “confessions.” “The 
proper object of literature is to take note of sentiments.” In fact literature 
cannot fail—it is rigorously determined—to take note of sentiments. 

And so for every kind of human production—for literature, 
music, the fine arts, philosophy, science, statecraft, industries, 

7 The phrases are taken from Warton’s History of English Poetry , Preface, p. 
II. Cf. Observations on the Faerie Queene , 1762, Postscript, II, 323: "These composi¬ 
tions . . . preserve many curious historical facts, and throw considerable light on 
the nature of the feudal system. They are the pictures of ancient usages and cus¬ 
toms; and represent the manners, genius, and character of our ancestors. . . .” 

6 Essays (Chapman and Hall edition, 1907), III, 225. Originally in the Edinburgh 
Review, vol. LIII (1831), no. 105, a review of William Taylor of Norwich’s Historic 
Survey of German Poetry, 1831. 
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and the rest. Each of these has for its direct cause a moral dis¬ 
position, or a combination of moral dispositions: the cause given, 
they appear; the cause withdrawn, they vanish; the weakness 
or intensity of the cause measures their weakness or intensity. 

They are bound up with their causes, as a physical phenomenon 
with its condition, as the dew with the fall of the variable tem¬ 
perature, as dilatation with heat. 0 

V 

The drive toward literary history had begun during the i8th century 
in observations and speculations that were primarily evaluative—that is, 
they had to do with a re-assessment of neo-classic norms and a turning 
back to look at primitive literatures with what was considered a greater 
fairness. Such fairness having been established, and along with it an at¬ 
titude of some unfairness toward the classic spirit which had once held 
sway, speculation continued, as we have seen, in the direction of his¬ 
torical rather than explicitly evaluative goals. The pursuit of literary 
studies along such lines could not, however, fail to have profound im¬ 
plications concerning literary value. Both the goals themselves and the 
more and more efficient historical techniques which were developed in 
their pursuit tended to establish such implications. The mere presence of 
historical research as a method of ever-increasing efficiency tended to 
promote exhibitions of its worth. Expensive tools have to be used. 

The notion of a rigorously historical study of literature had, it is 
true, a long neo-classic and classic ancestry. Yet this kind of study 
flourished during the 19th century as never before. It will be sufficient 
for present aims merely to allude to the union of Bentleian and Wolffian 
classical philology with Scriptural hermeneutics under the leadership of 
Wilhelm von Humboldt and Schleiermacher, the further transfer of these 
methods to modem literature in the Encyklopddie mid Methodologie 
der Philologischen Wissenschaften of August Bockh, the Indo-Ger- 
manic philological and folklore triumphs of the brothers Grimm, and 
somewhat later in France the resuscitation of the epic cycles and ro¬ 
mances by such French scholars as Leon Gautier and Gaston de Paris. 
Here was the exalted situation of primitive epic (plausible enough out¬ 
come of such 18th-century efforts as those of Hurd) against which 
Matthew Arnold raised a classical voice in 1881. In our chapter on 
Arnold we have alluded already to the contrast between the classical and 
critical spirit of Arnold and the contemporary rise of the empirical lin¬ 
guistic studies which launched the Oxford English Dictionary on His - 
torical Principles . During the same era occurred the final purification of 
the Chaucerian canon by Bradley and Skeat, a work begun in the 18th- 
9 H. A. Taine, History of English Literature , trans. H. Van Laun (New York, 
1886), Introduction, pp. 20, 18. Cf. esp. pp. 6-8, 10, 13-15- 
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century dawn by Tyrwhitt, and the multiplication of Shakespearian 
studies in every historical dimension. It is perhaps relevant to offer here 
the general observation that English literary scholarship tended to go 
against the grandiose generalizations, the dynamic aspirations, the socio¬ 
logical significance of the history writers in the German spirit. Resolute 
literary research avoided wider questions, suspended critical judgment, 
devoted all its energy to the accumulation of facts. The immediate value 
of these might be now and then difficult to see; still it would be rash to 
question their ultimate place in some construction of total learning. 

The reversal of classical norms during the 18th century had meant 
not only a turning back to the primitive (as in itself a concept of value) 
but, as we have seen in Chapters 14 and 16, a new kind of respect for the 
original and genuine, and hence for the personal. Classical sophistication 
inevitably involved, or seemed to involve, a measure of “imitation” and 
artificiality. The really primitive, on the other hand, was necessarily a 
form of originality. And the really primitive could be discovered, in the 
last analysis, only by techniques of historical research. A certain wild¬ 
ness and abandon, a strength of color and emotion, might make out a 
prima facie case for the primitive. But the final test was scientific. Only 
scientific historical inquiry could justify an experience of pleasure in the 
emotion and the color. 

The peculiar tone of 19th-century literary study, at least in Eng¬ 
land, would appear to result from a working union between two forces 
which one might offhand think of as quite disparate—the force of hard- 
headed, sceptical, factfinding, textual, bibliographical and biographical 
antiquarianism, and both augmenting this force and being augmented 
by it, the force of devotion to poetic genius, to the personality, orig¬ 
inality, mind and emotion, virtues and vices, life, suffering and death of 
the literary creator. The concept of life and sufferings included all kinds 
of influences upon the creator, and hence no contradiction had to arise 
between personal study and more deterministic conceptions of national 
history, sociology, or politics. “Expression,” as J. E. Spingam has argued 
(with only a little exaggeration), was a motif common to all the forms of 
19th-century theory. With the Germans and with their evangelists such 
as Mme. de Stael literature was an “expression of society.” In the school 
of art for art’s sake, from Victor Cousin on, “expression” in itself was 
the simple supreme law of art. In the variation given this philosophy by 
Sainte-Beuve and other men of letters, literature was the expression of 
personality. In the historical and deterministic critics deriving from 
Hegel, like Taine, literature was the expression of race, milieu, and mo¬ 
ment. The “extreme impressionists,” as Spingam calls them, the later 
aesthetes like Pater and Wilde, thought of literature as the “exquisite ex¬ 
pression of delicate and fluctuating sensations or impressions of life.” 1 

1 J. E. Spingam, “The New Criticism,” in Criticism in America, Its Function 
and Status (New York. 1924), pp. 19-20. 
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For all critics and theorists, literature was the expression of something. 
The norm of expression was the great co-ordinator, harmonizing the 
toughest and most scientific research techniques with the softest, most 
personal, and most emotive aesthetic interests. 


VI 

It is worth pointing out that the German romantic litterateurs, in 
their distinction between “classic” and “romantic” art, even Schiller in 
his germinal distinction between “naive” (direct and objective) classical 
art and “sentimental” (reflexive and subjective) romantic art, entertained 
no special reverence for. authors themselves as persons to be consulted 
in the discrimination of one sort of art from another or even in the in¬ 
terpretation of the personal, sentimental, or romantic art. Thus Goethe 
in his Conversations: 

The Germans cannot cease to be Philistines. They are now 
squabbling about some verses, which are printed both in Schil¬ 
ler’s works and mine, and fancy it is important to ascertain which 
really belong to Schiller and which to me; as if anything could 
be gained by such investigation—as if the existence of such 
things were not enough. . . . What matters the mine and thine? 

One must be a thorough Philistine, indeed, to attach the slight¬ 
est importance to the solution of such questions. 2 

Literary critics of immediately succeeding generations, however (and 
one finds convincing examples both in France and in England), had 
no such scruples about the biographical application of the derivatively 
romantic theories to which they subscribed. Even Taine’s vast schemes 
of cultural psychology were heavily grounded in a devotion to the 
individual, producing genius. The Introduction to his History of English 
Literature gets under way with the following nicely conceived imagistic 
strategy. 

What is your first remark on turning over the great, stiff leaves 
of a folio, the yellow sheets of a manuscript,—a poem, a code of 
laws, a declaration of faith? This, you say, was not created 
alone. It is but a mould, like a fossil shell, an imprint, like one of 
those shapes embossed in stone by an animal which lived and 
perished. Under the shell there was an animal, and behind the 
document there was a man. Why do you study the shell, except 

2 December x6, 1828. Cf. the complaint by Heine about the appeal to biographi¬ 
cal information in reading his poetiy and his sweeping rejection of the principle 
(1 Correspondance , I [Paris, 1867), 73 June xo, 1823). 
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to represent to yourself the animal? So do you study the docu¬ 
ment only in order to know the man . 3 

And Sainte-Beuve, a critic moving along on the full tide both of the 
historical method and of the quasi-Kantian French movement of art for 
art’s sake, exhibited in his numerous lectures and causeries the widest 
range of interest, understanding, and technique, but his most pronounced 
critical insight and most radical method, so far as he was a methodical 
critic, lay in the depth of his devotion to the personality of the author 
behind the work. The work existed mainly to provide him clues to the 
charting of that rich hinterland. No more deeply committed version of 
the biographical principle has perhaps ever been written than the follow¬ 
ing passage of his Nouveaux lundis: 

Literature, the literary product, is for me indistinguishable 
from the whole organization of the man. I can enjoy the work 
itself, but I find it difficult to judge this work without taking 
into account the man himself. I say without hesitation: Like 
tree , like fruit . Literary study thus brings me naturally to the 
study of morals. 

One has to ask oneself a certain number of questions about 
an author, and give answers to them (even though not out loud 
—and even though the questions may seem quite irrelevant to 
the nature of the works to be studied). Only after such ques¬ 
tions can one be sure about the whole problem one faces. What 
did the author think about religion? In what way was he im¬ 
pressed by the contemplation of nature? How did he handle 
himself in the matter of women? How in the matter of money? 

Was he rich? Was he poor? What rules of living did he follow? 
What was his daily routine? And so on.—To sum it up: what 
was his master vice, his dominant weakness? Every man has one. 

Not a single one of the answers we give to these questions can 
be irrelevant to forming an opinion about the author of a book 
and about the book itself—that is, if we suppose we are dealing 
with something other than a treatise in pure geometry . 4 

3 History of English Literature , trans. H. Van Laun (New York, 1886), Intro¬ 
duction, p. 1. 

4 Nouveaux lundis (Paris, 1865), III, 15, 28. The phrase Like tree, like fruit 
renders the French tel arbre , tel fruit , the inexplicit syntax of which is well suited to 
conveying the notion that here is something tnat wifi support Sainte-Beuve's line of 
argument. The Scriptural arbor fructu cognoscitur, which lies behind the French 
saying, points of course exaedy in the opposite direction. 

Sainte-Beuve wished to study an author in both his genealogy and his living 
family—in his father, his mother, his sisters and brothers, and even in his children 
(Nouveaux lundis, III, 18 ff.). He would study the authors childhood, his early en¬ 
vironment, even the landscape in which he grew up. Taine, for instan ce, bore die 
impress of the gloomy Ardennes (Nouveaux lundis, VH 71). 
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From the mid-century in England we may take as a capital instance 
Browning’s Introductory Essay to the Shelley letters published by Moxon 
in 1852. There arc two kinds of poetry, wrote Browning, echoing faintly 
the utterances of the great Germans. 5 There is “objective” poetry, like 
that of Shakespeare, which does not depend on the personality of its 
author and does not require that we know anything about him. And 
there is “subjective” poetry, like that of Shelley, which is all compact of 
its author’s personality and which takes on added richness and resonance 
with every iota of the author’s personal record which we can discover. 
And so what extraordinarily good luck that these revelations of Shelley’s 
mind have been preserved and are now made public! 

Such being the two kinds of artists [objective and subjective], 
it is naturally, as I have shown, with the biography of the sub¬ 
jective poet that we have the deeper concern. Apart from his 
recorded life altogether, we might fail to determine with satis¬ 
factory precision to what class his productions belong, and 
what amount of praise is assignable to the producer. . . . we 
must in every case betake ourselves to the review of a poet’s 
life ere we determine some of the nicer questions concerning his 
poetry,—more especially if the performance we seek to esti¬ 
mate aright, has been obstructed and cut short of completion by 
circumstances,—a disastrous youth or a premature death. . . . 

The responsibility of presenting to the public a biography of 
Shelley, does not ... lie with- me: I have only to make it a 
little easier by arranging these few supplementary letters, with 
a recognition of the value of the whole collection. This value I 
take to consist in a most truthful conformity of the Correspond¬ 
ence; in its limited degree, with the moral and intellectual char¬ 
acter of the writer as displayed in the highest manifestations of 
his genius. 

One trouble with the argument, as all the world now knows, was that 
the supposed revelations of Shelley’s mind were forgeries—throwing 
non-authentic light on Shelley’s poems. Yet Browning we may suppose 
had his genuine access of pleasure and perhaps even an enhancement of 
insight into Shelley’s art . 0 (There may well have been some insight, 

®Cf. Meyer Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York, 1953), pp. 242-3, 
375* n. 50, on the distinction between objective and subjective poetry as entertained 
by Friedrich Schlegel, Coleridge, Dc Quincey and others. 

6 See the statement of a recent editor: “The plain fact is that Browning wrote 
his essay as a foreword to a collection of spurious letters; but in this case the plain 
fact is less important than usual. Of the twenty-five letters in Moxon’s publication 
of 1852, all but two were utter forgeries, pieced out with a few genuine phrases from 
Shelley’s pen. ... If here had been the only ground for the editor’s enthusiasm, we 
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through whatever objective vision the forger himself enjoyed, and the 
forgeries to that extent were happy.) At any rate, Browning’s venture 
was surely not to be written off as a failure in the cumulative history 
of romantic experience. One of the most scientific of Victorian philolo¬ 
gists and one who was characteristically able to merge his science 
with a passion for the personal revelation, the distinguished Saxonist 
and Shakespearian F. J. Furnivall, makes, in an Introduction to the 
Browning Society reprint of the Introduction, published in 1881, the 
following boast of his own failure to be interested in Browning’s poems: 

The interest [in Browning’s Introductory Essay] lay in the fact, 
that Browning’s “utterances” here are bis, and not those of any 
one of the “so many imaginary persons” behind whom he in¬ 
sists on so often hiding himself, and whose necks I, for one, 
should continually like to wring; whose bodies I would fain 
kick out of the way, in order to get face to face with the poet 
himself, and hear his own voice speaking his own thoughts, man 
to man, soul to soul. Straight speaking, straight hitting, suit me 
best. * * * * 7 

The intense and precise labors of the Victorian philologists in the 
service of authenticity and other forms of factuality resulted in a great 
purification and straightening out of literary canons, and in large ac¬ 
cesses of knowledge about the general education and reading habits 
of various authors. At the same time, the philologists were but moderately 
interested in the relation of their canonical and genetic discoveries to 
questions of evaluation and criticism. Furnivall and Hales, for instance, 
in their editing of the folio MS. from which Bishop Percy had taken 
his Reliques of Ancient English Poetry in 1765, pounced with much 
righteous scorn on the various prunings, normalizations, clarifications, 
and civilizations which Percy, not only an antiquarian but a critic, and 
faced with a real problem concerning the relation between antique fact 
and poetic value, had taken the liberty of imposing upon the old 
text. Furnivall and Hales performed their service of restoration and 
rehabilitation with unswerving rigor. It was an advantage to them not 
to be disturbed by any scruples about literary value such as had dis- 

might well be startled at its strength. But it is clear that Browning paid very litde 

attention to the letters he was introducing to the world” (H. r. B. Brett-Smith, 

Peacock’s Four Ages of Poetry , Shelley’s Defence of Poetry , Browning’s Essay on 

Shelley , Oxford, 1945, P* xxiv). 

7 Browning Society Papers , No. 1, London, 1881. A note to this passage con¬ 
tains the further curious confession: . . if a reader is thick-headed, or can t spare 
time to study and think a poem out, should not a poet give him a helping hand by a 
‘mediate word’?” Quoted by Alba Warren, pp. 112-13. Cf. Warren, p. 90, Carlyle’s 
mistrust of the poetic medium, his view of Shakespeare’s works as only a poor 
glimpse of the man himself—“windows” opening dimly upon him. 
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turbed the Bishop—or rather it was their advantage to enjoy a serene 
unification of scientific conscience with a belief that literary value was 
always and essentially identical with primitive authenticity. They were 
not coping with the question: Which of more than thirty versions of the 
ballad of Sir Patrick Spc?is is the most artistic? It would not have oc¬ 
curred to them to raise the question raised by a recent American 
scholar, whether Mrs. Brown of Falkland, Sir Walter Scott’s informant 
about the text of ballads, may not have showed as much artistry in the 
recreative effort which went into her recording as had earlier rccrcators 
(to whom she had listened as a young woman) in their own efforts. 8 

In that heyday of scientific and conscientious recovery of the Eng¬ 
lish literary past, problems could, however, become curiously com¬ 
plicated by the existence of such forged monuments to sincere imagina¬ 
tion as the enthusiastic primitivism of the 18th century had produced. 
Here and there a stalwart taste, like that of Carlyle, J. S. Mill, or Herbert 
Spencer, might hold out for the Homeric grandeur of Ossian, but by 
and large the decline during the 19th century in the reputation of that 
remote bard kept pace with the growing obviousness that the Celtic 
magic was spurious. In another crucial instance, a special difficulty for 
arbitrating between fact and value arose because there was ample op¬ 
portunity for comparing the forged language with that which philology 
could demonstrate to have actually prevailed in the literary era which 
was mimicked.' Skeat’s essay on the 15th-century English style which 
the ingenious Chatterton had scrambled together from 18th-century 
glossaries was one of the clearest triumphs a modern philology might 
win over the uncertainties which Warton, Ritson, and even Tyrwhitt 
had to some extent shared with the juvenile hoaxer. “The plan of the. 
present edition,” says Skcat, “will now be explained, and can be readily 
understood. Given the problem, how to edit the Rowley Poems to the 
most advantage? What must be the answer?” He was quite sure of 
this answer: 

To do away with the needless disguises, and, on the supposition 
of their [the poems’] not being genuine, to give them as far as 
possible in modem English. 

The reader now has a chance, for the first time , of judging what 
the poems are really like, without being continually pulled up, 
sometimes three times in a line, by hard words which no amount 
of acquaintance with early MSS. will enable him to solve. The 
process of thus re-writing the greater part of the poems has 
been rendered easier by frequently substituting Chatterton’s 

8 Bertrand H. Bronson, “Mrs. Brown and the Ballad,” California Folklore Quar¬ 
terly , IV (April, 1945)1 129-40. 
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words in his footnotes for his words in the text. Thus, at p. 29, 
the second line in the original stands thus; 

Throwe halfe hys joornic, dyghte in gites of goulde; 
but Chatterton’s footnote explains gites by robes . It is there¬ 
fore quite justifiable to substitute robes ; indeed, we really thus 
approximate more closely to the true original text, viz. to the 
text as first conceived in the poet’s brain before it was translated 
into the Rowleian dialect. 

It is important to understand that Skeat undertook this normalization of 
Chatterton’s text not simply as a way of attaining philological truth 
(at any aesthetic cost) but actually as a way of getting at true aesthetic 
value—so closely were the notions of philological truth and aesthetic 
value united in his philosophy. 

What is the exact amount of merit to which Chatterton’s genius 
attained, the reader can, in this edition, at last judge for himself. 

I only wish to say here that I have faithfully striven so to dis¬ 
charge my task as to protect the reader, on the one hand, from 
being misled by false old English, whilst endeavouring, on the 
other, to set forth Chatterton’s thoughts to the best advantage. 

. . . That the public does not want me but Chatterton, is the 
fact I have endeavoured to keep steadily before me. 9 

Let us add one simple Chattertonian example to that which we have 
already supplied from Skeat’s own Essay. The opening of Chattertons 
Bristowe Tragedie reads: 

The feathered songster Chanticleer 
Han wound his bugle horn. . . • 

Skeat duly corrects the second line to “Has wound his bugle horn ’ 
(without any advertisement of the fact) and so obliterates in the in¬ 
terest of grammar a part of whatever minor charm the tiny clarion 
of the line may have had. 1 Skeat’s editing of Chatterton back to normal 
modern English is a turning of the knife in the wound; it accomplishes 
a kind of double forgery. The method carries out to the letter the 

9 W. W. Skeat, ‘‘Essay on the Rowley Poems,” in The Poetical Works of Thomas 
Chatterton , ed. W. W. Skeat (London, 1872), II, xxxvii, xxxix, xlii. See the approving 
comment of Henry A. Beers, A History of English Romanticism in the Eighteenth 
Century (New York, 1899), P- 363. Skeat gets us “a litde closer to the Rowley 
poems.” 

1 For some 2oth-centUiy comments on Chatterton, written with a more Jab- 
berwockian understanding of the relation between his faking and the exact nature of 
his poetic merit, see E. H. W. Meyerstein, A Life of Thomas Chatterton (New 
York, 1930), p. 176; Bertrand Bronson, “Thomas Chatterton,” in The Age of John¬ 
son, Essays Presented to Chauncey Brewster Tinker (New Haven, 1949)* P* 2 4 ^- 
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legitimate implications of the factual norm of authenticity and original¬ 
ity; but it has the disadvantage that it leaves “Chatterton the Marvellous 
Boy” with very little explanation of where he stands in the history of 
English poetic achievement. 2 

Near the end of a long career as translator and popularizer of clas¬ 
sical epic and as custodian of native balladry, Andrew Lang wrote a 
book on the vexed question about the authenticity of the Border Min¬ 
strelsy which Sir Walter Scott had assembled from such authorities as 
Mrs. Brown of Falkland and James Hogg the Ettrick Shepherd. And 
what of Sir Walter’s own role as a ballad maker? Of one thing Lang was 
sure. 

If it [Avid Maitland ] is a bad ballad, such as many people 

could compose, then it is not by Sir Walter. 3 

In short, authorship guaranteed quality, and by a legitimate manipula¬ 
tion of the hypothetical syllogism implied, quality was at least a neces¬ 
sary condition for the imputation of authorship. So far as this was a 
focus on the literary work itself, rather than on external types of in¬ 
formation about it, the argument might find its classical analogues. “I 
wouldn’t believe Cicero had written this way,” said Bentley, “even if 
Cicero himself should swear he had.” 4 Cicero might have dreamed 
he had written that way, or he might simply not have remembered not 
having done so. So far as the emphasis is on the means of establishing 
who wrote something, the preference in a given case for internal over 
external evidence is neither peculiarly classical nor peculiarly post¬ 
romantic. 0 But it will be noticed that Bentley’s statement is a greater 
hyperbole; it contemplates the extreme of discountenancing the very 
testimony of the author himself about his own writing. The basic sup¬ 
position on which Lang and his generation were working was the op¬ 
posite. Clear, irrefutable external testimony that Sir Walter was the 
author of a ballad would have elicited from Lang the admission that it 

2 On the genetic side, R. D. Havens, “Assumed Personality, Insanity and Po¬ 
etry,” RES, N.S. IV (1953), 26-37, discusses the resemblance of forger’s mask to 
Bedlam retreat in releasing such 18th-century poets as Chatterton, iYlacpherson, and 
Smart from the inhibitions of the neo-classical poetic conscience. 

3 Andrew Lang, Sir Walter Scott and the Border Minstrelsy (London, 1910), 

p. vi. 

4 The question at issue was whether the name of Hcrmagoras in Latin should 
end in as or a. Quintilian quotes Cicero as using a. But: “Repone hie paulisper, Hernia - 
gora inventor, & Hcrmagora habuisset; non sends vocalium concursum vaste hi an- 
tevi? Ego vero Ciceronem ita scripsisse ne Ciceroni quidern affimianti crediderim ” 
(Richard Bentley, Epistola ad . . . Millium, 1691, quoted in part in footnote to 
Alexander Pope’s Dunciad IV, 222). Cf. Bentley’s Emendationes in Menandri Re- 
liquias (Cambridge, 1713), P- [70]. 

5 Cf . Thomas Warton’s insistence on the internal and aesthetic evidence against 
the authenticity of the Rowley poems (An Enquiry into the Authenticity of the 
Roms Attributed to Thomas Rowley, London, 1782, p. 90). 
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was a good ballad. Criticism would be merely the finding of praise 
in support of the poetic value necessarily entailed by authenticity. 


VII 

During the latter part of the 19th century, the aesthetic movement 
which wc have considered in Chapter 22 took a contemplative, static 
view of individual art works and so was anti-historical. Also anti-historical 
was the kind of non-dialectical Hegelian idealism which appeared at 
Oxford in A. C. Bradley’s appreciation of Shakespearian tragedy and in 
the essays of W. P. Ker. c We have observed already that the more am¬ 
bitiously systematic kind of literary history writing never enjoyed a 
real vogue in England. Still a modest tradition may be traced during 
the latter half of the century in works of Leslie Stephen, John Morlcy, 
and even so aesthetically removed a litterateur as Walter Pater.' This 
reached its climax and conclusion in W. J. Courthopc’s great History 
of English Poetry , published from 1895 to 1910. Courthope, reciting the 
history of the national imagination in close relation to political institu¬ 
tions, conceives a long dialectical conflict between individualism and 
collectivism—(the collective Middle Ages had been bad for literature, 
the harmoniously adjusted Renaissance very good, and the romantically 
individual modern time bad again). He was a master of the long vista 
into intellectual history. 

The decades immediately following Courthope’s History saw much 
activity in the simpler chronicle forms of English literary history (in 
this period the encyclopedic Cambridge History of English Literature 
was begun and completed), but at the same time there was a decline 
in speculative history-writing and in a theoretical concern for literary 
history. 8 The movement of art for art’s sake, especially as it affected the 
criticism of such litterateurs as Gosse, Saintsbury, Raleigh, Quiller- 
Couch, or Garrod, led away both from history and from criticism to 
the creed of enthusiastic appreciation and in historical effort to the sup¬ 
posedly literal fidelity of the “photographer’s plate.” 9 A sceptical atti¬ 
tude toward scholarship became fashionable in England early in the 

0 Notably that on the “Philosophy of Art” in the Hegelian manifesto Essays m 
Philosophical Criticism, 1883, reprinted in Ker’s Collected Essays (London, i9 2 5)» 
II, 231-68. 

7 See Stephen’s History of Thought in the Eighteenth Century , 1876; Morley’s 
Studies in Literature , 1891; Pater’s Plato and Platonism , 1893. Literature, said Stephen, 
is the “noise of the wheels of history” (Frederick W. Maitland, The Life and Letters 
of Leslie Stephen , London, 1906, pp. 283-4). 

8 Just at the moment when general cultural history was spreading out into wider 
and wider cyclic panoramas—as in the works of Spengler and Toynbee. 

9 G. E. B. Saintsbury, History of English Criticism (Edinburgh, 19**), pp* 499 » 

521 . 
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20th century and discouraged all but the less reflective kinds of anti- 
quarianism and the whimsical essay in the “art of praise.” Within the 
field of critical writing in English, it has remained indeed for American 
scholarship during the 20th century to carry some of the anti-critical 
trends which we are about to describe to their most systematic extremes. 

In America during even the first decades of the 20th century, aca¬ 
demic literary criticism was less warmly colored by romantic personalism 
and the art of praising. Although a Bliss Perry, a William Lyon Phelps, 
and later a Henry Seidel Canby did appear and flourish, American 
literary study was much more inclined than the British to borrow 
rigors from the methods of German philology and in general to under¬ 
take a respectful emulation of feats being performed in the laboratories 
of physical science. The literary scientist tried to set up the rules of 
his experimental procedure with sober and neutral precision. Consider, 
for instance, Professor L. A. Sherman of the University of Nebraska. In 
a series of notes appearing in the periodical Science during 1889, he 
read that conclusions about the average number of words per sentence 
used by a given author should not be based on a sampling of fewer than 
many thousands of sentences. Inspired by this conception, he counted 
the number of words per sentence for all five volumes of Macaulay’s 
History of England and demonstrated a “consistent numerical . . . av¬ 
erage,” of 23.43 words per sentence. 

Here, then, in this 23.43 was the resultant of the forces which 

had made Macaulay’s literary character. 1 

In 1876 the Johns Hqpkins University had been founded expressly for 
the purpose of introducing upon the American scene the graduate 
seminar on the German model. In 1883 was organized the Modern Lan¬ 
guage Association of America, which in 1927 voted to change the origi¬ 
nal definition of its purpose, “the study of modern languages and litera¬ 
ture,” to a phrasing more consonant with what had long before become 
its actually dominant purpose, the “advancement of research in the 
modem languages and literatures.” (It was only in 1950 that the members 
of the Association voted to add to their constitutional statement of pur¬ 
pose the word “criticism.”) A new era of American literary studies was 
carried in triumphantly by a massive conflux of motives which might 
be named separately as (1) respect for German philology, (2) a native 
American desire for facts and scientific precision, (3) a social and moral 
readiness to fall in with the critical relativism invited by the study of 
literature in its causes and origins, (4) a growing democratic require- 

1 L. A. Sherman, “On Certain Facts and Principles in the Development of Form 
.in Literature,” The University Studies of the University of Nebraska , I (July, 1892), 

350 - 3 - 
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ment of mass production in the qualification of scholar-teachers, and 
(5) on the side of the warmer emotions a romantic nostalgia for the 
European past and the Middle Ages. The rigors of scientific antiquarian- 
ism were, as we have already suggested, far from incompatible with 
certain kinds of sentimentalism—both the personal devotions and gossip 
of biographical research and the various nationalistic limitations of view, 
the provincial specializations, which by the end of the 19th century had 
grown out of the romantic German stress on origins and the evaluation 
of literature as national or racial physiognomy. 2 

Great things were to be expected in America of the newly imported 
method, the dawn of a new intellectual life. The aspect of joy and cele¬ 
bration, of pioneer triumph, which came with the arrival of the new 
disciplines may be illustrated from the presidential address delivered by 
Professor Thomas R. Price of Columbia before the Annual Meeting of 
the Modern Language Association in 1901: 

. . . we must all feel a certain warmth and exhilaration. With 
that period of forty years . . . there has been a steady current 
of progress. . . . There has been, indeed, in this wide enthu¬ 
siasm for the spreading and elevation of modern language in¬ 
struction, an intellectual movement that may fairly be compared 
with the enthusiasm in the days of the Renaissance. ... In 
country villages I found the same ardor for our special studies 
as in great universities. No man that has shared in this move¬ 
ment can fail to feel a noble joy. 3 

American literary scholars were on the whole more favorably im¬ 
pressed than were the British by deterministic and social thinking about 
literature along the lines that had been laid down by German and French 
historians, notably by Taine. The name of Taine and that of Brunetiere 
(who had complicated and partly countered the deterministic view by 
adding to it the idea of the Darwinian evolution of literary genres) A 
were commonplaces of American journalistic criticism around the turn 
of the century. 6 In a more routine way, without reference to Taine 
or to other foreign authorities, and with only a more or less complete 
understanding of what went on, American literary research found wide 
scope in exercises relating literature to various kinds of influence— 
social, political, economic, climatic, national, regional, traditional, psy¬ 
chological, and genealogical—all that might be fitted under the most 

2 See Rene Wellek, “Literary Scholarship,” in American Scholarship in the 
Twentieth Century, cd. Merle Curti (Harvard University Press, 1953)* esp- PP- 
111-17. 

8 PMLA , XVI (1901), 77-91, quoted by Wellek, loc. cit. y p. 112. 

4 See especially his VEvolution des genres dans Phistoire de la litterature , 
1890, and Manuel de Phistoire de la litterature fran(aise , 1897. 

5 See W. V. O’Connor, An Age of Criticism 1900-1990 (Chicago, 195 2 L PP- 4 - 6 * 

5 i- 3 . 
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inclusive and most durable of Taine’s three headings, the term “milieu.” * 
Let us attempt a brief retrospective statement which will locate the 
present topic in relation to that of the socio-real in literature which 
we have already discussed in Chapter 21. The ground of relation is the 
concept of science in literature. Two divisions of the concept may be 
distinguished, the creative and the historico-critical: 19th-century science 
as the religion of reason sponsored an advance from the realism of 
Flaubert to the highly theorized and self-conscious naturalism of Zola 
and Frank Norris (literature scientifically faithful to life), and at the 
same time another advance from the historical principles of literary study 
laid down by Taine to the literary evolutionism of Brunetiere and 
then to the more generalized and readily available doctrine that literary 
criticism should be neutral and tolerant and should devote itself to dis¬ 
covering the natural forces by which literature is caused. There were 
easy enough connections between neutral determinism and sociological 
interests, and hence between historical science and certain new forms of 
didacticism. American literary scholarship during the i92o’s and 1930*5 
moved along lines that led quite smoothly into companionship with 
the proletarian criticism that flourished during the second of those dec¬ 
ades. The case for literature as class propaganda and social criticism 
seemed very obvious. The academically established techniques stood 
clearly ready to support it. The association between the names of New 
England college professors and organs of doctrinaire liberal opinion like 
The New Republic became a normal phenomenon. 


VIII 

But the course of literary scholarship during the past twenty-five years 
both in America and in England has been remarkable for the variety 
and mixture of its historical and historico-critical drives. One of the 
most complicated contributions during this period from the historical 
side has been an American version of Geistesgeschichte / the new school 
of the History of Ideas, initiated by Professor A. O. Lovejoy and rep¬ 
resented in his numerous essays and in the Journal of the History of 
Ideas which he founded in 1940. (An earlier journal founded also 
l 1 93 3 I b y Hopkins professors, ELH , A Journal of English Literary 
History , has aspired to make a much more specifically literary applica¬ 
tion of historical principles.) Professor Lovejoy and his colleagues 

0 See F.dmund Wilson’s essay “The Historical Interpretation of Literature,” in 
The Intent of the Critic , cd. Donald Stauffer (Princeton, 194O. 

7 WcJIck, loc. cit. } p. 119 points out that the form of Geistesgeschichte cultivated 
in Germany during recent decades was a reaction against positivistic philology. 
Among the few direct echoes of that movement in America was the hostile Aca¬ 
demic Illusions, 1933, by Martin Schiitze. 
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have quite openly confessed to being interested in literature only as it 
is a document of intellectual history, a “dilution” of “philosophical 
ideas.” 8 These historians may be looked upon as frankly dismissing the 
discussion of literary values and hence as not being in aggressive con¬ 
flict with that discussion. The technique of the History of Ideas when 
picked up by literary scholars themselves, however, has produced some 
new versions of the problems that were posed in their essentials during 
the 18th century by writers like Warton and Hurd. The history of ideas 
has turned out to have a special kind of affinity for literary criticism— 
the reason for this lying not in the emphasis of the discipline on history, 
but in its emphasis on ideas. Despite the atomistic treatment of “unit” 
ideas, like slogans or catchwords, which is a first principle of the school, 
ideas as such do tend to have implications and to be related in systems. 
It would be difficult, for instance, to expound Pope’s Essay on Man 
in the light of Professor Lovejoy’s essays on nature, deism, and classicism 
without implying something about the organization of ideas in the poem 
itself and hence about its unity and coherence. Much more than the 
classic types of textual, bibliographical, biographical and source study 
the new reduction of “ideas” to historical study has tended to ap¬ 
proach the contestable border lines where historical study and literary 
evaluation interact and must be reconciled. For ideas constitute the 
more universal and durable meaning of words—meaning as differenti¬ 
ated from momentary suggestion and from the mere denotation of 
local date, place, and other fact. Ideas are hence lexicography, the history 
of the meanings which inform and vitalize the poet’s medium, his vo¬ 
cabulary. History of Ideas, if it has not created any critical problem 
which is on principle different from that created by Hurd’s desire to 
re-appraise Gothic manners, has at least subtilized and universalized the 
problem. 

But in the history of ideas, whose ideas are of most importance? 
The historical problem has been made somewhat more difficult in recent 
years not only by a growing interest in the history of poetic interpreta¬ 
tion but by the emergence of a newly emphasized doctrine that the 
duty of the literary critic is to look only to the initial moment in any 
given history. A verbal expression will change in time, perhaps it will 
improve—but illegitimately. What a reviewer in the Times Literary 
Supplement called “an uncomfortably strict rectitude,” a very pure at¬ 
titude of reverence toward the historic moment at which the poet 
wrote and his first readers read, was illustrated vivaciously in the British 
critic Geoffrey Tillotson’s Essays in Criticism and Research , 1942. “To 
read later emotions here and there into a poem,” argued Professor 
Tillotson, “is a tedious error in criticism and worthy only of- the in¬ 
sipidly fickle florilegist.” 

8 The Great Chain of Being (Cambridge, Mass., 1936), p. 17- 
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The original meaning of a word in a great poem is the only one 
worth attending to. However delightful the meaning arising 
out of new verbal connotations, such meaning is irrelevant to the 
author’s poem. He must stand by his poem as he meant it. . . . 
When Lady Anne Winchelsea wrote 

Nor will in fading silks compose 
Faintly the inimitable rose, 

she meant that she disliked the common feminine pastime of 
embroidery since it can produce only a poor ‘imitation’ of an 
actual rose. But following on after the romantic poets and all the 
talk about pure poetry, those lines have accidentally taken on a 
beauty which did not exist for their author. 9 

Perhaps so. The wider implications of the argument, its actual 
stress on history in some public sense rather than on the author roman¬ 
tically per se y were more fully brought out only a few years ago by 
the British critic and historian F. W. Bateson of Oxford. Following up 
the success of an earlier inquiry into the linguistic determinations of 
literature (English Poetry and the English Language , 1934), this critic 
accomplishes a reversal of the usual bent of historical studies toward 
origins. 1 He is willing to think that the author himself and his inspirations 
can be related to the produced poem only somewhat dubiously and 
irrelevantly. Not so the audience for whom the author produced the 
poem and on whom it made its first impact. Here is a more objectively 
solid point of reference. Studies in literary reputation had appeared be¬ 
fore this, and more than a little scattered attention had been paid to such 
first-hand evidence as that provided by the diaries and letters of novel 
readers and theater goers (Simon Forman in the day of Shakespeare, 
Samuel Pcpys in the Restoration, Boswell, Fanny Burney, Horace Wal¬ 
pole, and all the memorialists and letter-writers of the 18th and 19th 
centuries). Bateson, however, has undertaken to manipulate such ma¬ 
terial into a distinct theoretical dimension. He offers us the proposition— 
fairly novel in its clarity—that the validity of the literary work is to be 
decided exactly by its measure of conformity to the understanding of 
some historically specific audience. Within a given age there will be 
not one audience but a number of audiences—according to class, 
sex, coterie, profession—and hence a number of possible frames of ref¬ 
erence. Only one of these, however, will be right. The essential function 
of poetry is “the expression in language of the sense of social solidarity.” 
And Bateson believes, “on the evidence of the poetry,” that “at any one 

y Essays in Criticism and Research (Cambridge, at the University Press, 1942), 

op xx-xxi. Cf. 77 . 5 , April 4, ' 94 ^ p. U 4 - 

1 j; vV. Bateson, English Poetry: A Critical Introduction (London, 1950), pp. 

69 ff. 
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period” there was “only one social group in England that was function¬ 
ing healthily.” If we modern readers want to understand a poem of the 
past, “we need to be able to identify ourselves as far as possible with 
its original readers, the poet’s contemporaries, whose ideal response to 
the poem in fact constitutes its meaning.” Here is milieu and moment 
with a sharply new twist. 

Perhaps Bateson’s argument offers as convenient a provocation as 
any for concluding our narrative of the historical method with some 
hint of the dissatisfaction which it may entail for the critic even in its 
most recent and subtle versions. A critic is a person who habitually 
finds himself puzzled to know on what grounds (the poem itself? or some 
testimony outside the poem?) he is expected to divine what are some¬ 
times referred to as a poet’s intentions. And in this matter Bateson is 
apparently at one with the critic. But may not a critic find himself 
equally puzzled to know on what grounds (poem or something outside 
the poem) he is expected to identify the readers the poet Intended to 
address? Or how is the critic to decide who were the elite or “most in¬ 
telligent” among the poet’s actual first readers? And were these elite 
the poet’s actual best readers? What of Dr. Johnson’s response to. the 
poetry of Gray? What of Milton’s readers before Drydcn’s and Addi¬ 
son’s criticism? What of the contemporary readers whom Gerard Manley 
Hopkins almost entirely lacked and did not seek? What of most readers 
of Eliot’s Waste Land in 1922? Let the present writers be content to say 
here that they believe a critic ought to have in mind not just any response 
of a contemporary reader, or the average response, or even the response 
of any elite group, but in a more generally human sense an “ideal re¬ 
sponse.’’ And in this of course we refuse the question, taking the onus 
off the shoulders of any empirically identifiable audience and placing 
it on the “meaning” of the poem itself. 2 

The American Professor Lionel Trilling’s essay entitled “The Sense 
of the Past,” as it is one of the latest, appears to us also one of the most 
delicate complications of the historical problem. “To suppose that we 
can think like men of another time,” says Professor Trilling, “is as much 
an illusion as to suppose that we can think in a wholly dilferent way.” 
(As if points of view could be put in and out of our minds like lantern 
slides—and opaque ones at that.) Yet certain difficulties do attend upon 
our making the ideas of the past transparent for our own uses. “In ccr- 

“Thc view suggested here dues not of course attempt to discountenance a dra¬ 
matically conceived audience as reflected in the poem itself or in its tone—.Marvell's 
cov mistress, Donne's metaphoric antagonist Death, Shelleys West Wind, or the au¬ 
dience of young ladies and their polite gentlemen admirers to whom Pope's Rjpc of 
the Lock (as distinguished, say, from his DitnciaJ) is immediately addressed. The 
critical reader of poetry, and especially the reader of a later age, constantly reads 
over the shoulder of a dramatic reader who is as much a fiction as the story of the 
poem or any of its rhetoric. 
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tain cultures,” says Professor Trilling (and these include obviously our 
own), “the pastness of a work of art gives it an extra-aesthetic authority 
which is incorporated into its aesthetic power.” 

Wordsworth’s Immortality Ode is acceptable to us only when 
it is understood to have been written at a certain past moment; 
if it had appeared much later than it did, if it were offered to us 
now as a contemporary work, we would not admire it. 3 

Here it may be well to note the resemblance of the argument to that 
at which we arrived in concluding an earlier chapter, 4 on the technical 
problem of “poetic diction.” Eliot’s statement about the futility of 
repeating poetic achievements or Gertrude Stein’s about the vital force 
of contemporaneity might as well appear in the present context as in 
the earlier. And so might the young joker who typed out some of 
Shakespeare’s less well-known sonnets and submitted them to a New York 
press, with the result which need not be repeated here. Professor Trilling 
argues that a certain quality of pastness enters into some works of art 
with the lapse of time and becomes part of what we enjoy in them. 
But he seems to argue too—and this may be a somewhat different 
argument—that we excuse or accept certain masterpieces only because 
we know they were written in the past—as if we made allowances 
for the author’s deficiency of scientific knowledge or social vision. Per¬ 
haps the truth is that we should find it so odd if a poet wrote in certain 
ways today that we could not help suspecting the poem somehow of 
being false. That is, any old-fashioned masterpieces that failed to 
get written in, their own day will now never get written. And if they 
had been written, they would to some extent have changed the poetic 
tradition and hence would have changed the situation from which the 
modern poet must write. But none of these unquestionable facts about 
the genesis of poetry will quite justify the conclusion (which Professor 
Trilling in fact does avoid) that old masterpieces are to be taken only 
on tolerance, or that the only poems which are actually good reading 
today are contemporaneous ones. There is a passage in the Practical 
Criticism of I. A. Richards in which he argues that the date when a 
poem was written “cannot by itself settle its genuineness, in the sense 
of its sincerity.” But it is good “presumptive evidence.” A poet may well 
enough “write an entirely sincere poem in the manner of a different 
age, but on the w’hole the probability is strongly against it.” 5 To the 


3 Lionel Trilling, The Liberal Imagination , Essays on Literature and Society 
(New York, 1953)* PP- l8z » i 8 * 3 . * 8 4 - 

4 Chapter id. . 

5 Practical Criticism (New York; 1935), p. 77. “It is impossible, writes Victoria 

Sackville West, “to imagine, even after allowing for changes of diction, a Gray’s 

‘Elegy,’ or an ‘Ode on Intimations of Immortality,’ still less a ‘Prelude,* or a ‘Paradise 
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ambiguous sense of the word “sincerity” in this passage—sincerity as 
warmness and innocence of purpose? sincerity as poetic power and 
achievement?—let us add a third shade of meaning (legitimate by his¬ 
torical and deterministic canons), sincerity as the poet’s being in rapport 
with his age, and we have a tabloid of the whole ambiguously conceived 
ground which history and criticism are accustomed to dispute. 


SUPPLEMENT 

On examination mornings, he [Peguy] would ask the student next to him to 
wake him up in thirty minutes, after he had read the theme of the composition 
to be handed in. Then he would go to sleep as soundly as a child and upon 
being awakened would immediately set to work; and exactly on the dot, he 
turned in a flawless paper which almost always got the highest grade. There 
was never the slightest mistake in what he wrote and never a correction. Peguy 
did not believe it was right to make corrections. Whatever went through his 
mind in connection With the subject was immediately couched in that straight¬ 
forward style which was already so convincing. Why, he thought, should he 
turn down a word or a group of words that had come to him as he wrote. 
They had a right to stand with all the other words on the page. They ex¬ 
pressed something in him. He wasn’t going to betray them by pretending 
that they never had been in his mind. 

Peguy . . , wrote regularly, but he never knew what he was going to 
write when he sat down to his sheet of white paper. . . . Not a word was 
ever scratched out. If a word came to him, he argued, it had as much right 
to be written down as all its fellow-words in the book. It was there as a wit¬ 
ness, like a pebble on the long road he travelled. Peguy considered that what 
he wrote had been dictated to him. When he wanted to praise a book, or a 
sentence in a book, he never said: ‘It is good,’ he said: ‘It is dictated.’—Julian 
Green, Introduction to Charles Peguy, Basic Verities, Prose and Poetry (New 
York, 1943), pp. 17, 30, by permission of Pantheon Books, Inc. 


The players have often mentioned it as an honour to Shakespeare, that in his 
writing, (whatsoever he penn’d) hee never blotted out line. My answer hath 
beene, would he had blotted a thousand. Which they thought a malevolent 
speech. I had not told posterity this, but for their ignorance who choose that 
circumstance to commend their friend by, wherein he most faulted.—Ben 
Jonson, Timber: or, Discoveries (1641) 

Lost,* as the product of the twentieth century. ... I do not believe that even a 
great poet, were one to arise, could or would move upon the place or breathe the 
air of Milton and Wordsworth. This is simply another way of saying that sublimity 
has gone out of fashion” (Tendencies of Modern English Poetry , quoted by H. W. 
Garrod, Poetry and the Criticism of Life, Cambridge, Mass., 1931, p. 13). 
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Rare Monkish Manuscripts for Hearne alone, 

And Books for MEAD, and Rarities for Sloane. 

—Alexander Pope, Epistle to Burlington (1731), 11. 9-10 

Rarities! how could’st thou be so silly as not to be particular in the Raritys 
of Sloane as in those of the other five Persons? What knowledge, what Mean¬ 
ing, is conveyed in the Word Raritys! Are not some Drawings, some Statues, 
some Coins, all monkish Manuscripts, and some Books, Raritys? Could’st thou 
not find a Trisyllable to express some Parts of Nature for a Collection of 
which that learned and worthy Physician is eminent? Fy, fy; correct and write 
. . . Butter fly s for SLOANE. Sir Hans Sloane is known to have the finest 
Collection of Butterflys in England, and perhaps in the World. 

—Thomas Cooke, The Comedian, no. 2, May, 1732, p. 15 [Thomas Cooke 
was saluted by Pope in the Epistle to Ar but knot, in Dunciad II, and in 
Peri Bathousf] 


Rare Monkish Manuscripts for Hearne alone. 

And Books for MEAD, and Butterflies for Sloane. 

—Alexander Pope, Epistle to Burlington (1744), 11. 9-10 


“Chamicr once asked him,” said Johnson, “what he meant by slow, the last 
word in the first line of The Traveller: 

‘Remote, unfriended, melancholy, slow.* 

Did he mean tardiness of locomotion? Goldsmith, who would say something 
without consideration, answered ‘Yes.’ I was sitting by, and said, ‘No, Sir; 
you do not mean tardiness of locomotion; you mean that sluggishness of 
mind which comes upon a man in solitude. 1 Chamicr believed then that I had 
written the line as much as if he had seen me write it.” 

—James Boswell, Life of Samuel Johnson, 9 April, 1778 


An editor of Goldsmith’s poems, Austin Dobson, adds the remark: “It is 
quite possible, however, that Goldsmith meant no more than he said.” 

—Poetical Works of Goldymith, Oxford, 1939, p. 167 


Thomas Gray's Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard (1751) has been 
criticized adversely for being too personal a revelation of the poet’s feelings 
about himself, especially in the Epitaph with which the poem concludes. On 
the other hand, the poem has been defended against this criticism by the fol¬ 
lowing three lines of argument: (1) that the Epitaph represents Gray’s feel¬ 
ings not about himself but about his close friend Richard West, who died in 
1742; (2) that the Epitaph actually docs not refer to Gray at all or to his 
friend, but, as may be seen if one reads the poem closely, to a rustic stone¬ 
cutter and cpitaphic poet, addressed as “Thee” in stanza 24; (3) that the “me” 
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of the first stanza, the “Thee” of stanza 24, and the Epitaph are all to be read, 
not in the traditional way, as representing Gray the man who is known in his 
letters to Walpole and other biographical documents, but in a more detached 
way, as representing a generalized persona , the anonymous poet who is the 
speaker of the poem. (For further light on these arguments, see Frank Ellis, 
“Gray’s Elegy: the Biographical Problem in Literary Criticism,” PMLA, LXVI, 
December, 1951, 971-1008.) 

This problem in practical criticism is a trim realization of certain 18th- 
and 1 ptk-century tretids in theory about poems and poets. The second line 
of argument (2), a recent invention by Mr. Ellis, introduces a new degree 
of complication to the “ diagonal ” shift described in Chapter 6 apropos of 
Longinus. 

It is not defence of the personalist drift, but explanation, that is needed. The 
personalist deviation is here to stay, not only in programme notes but in serious 
discussions of literature which, apparently unaffected by recent critical trends, 
continue to pour from the presses. For some it may be a racking experience to 
own that the personalist approach is still established as the dominant approach 
in most classrooms. But there it is, all the same. 

However objectionable, the personalist approach manifests a persistency 
that itself clamours for explanation. If the urn really is the issue, why is it al¬ 
ways in peril of being overlooked or tossed aside? If you so much as whisper 
that there is a jinnee in the urn, most onlookers will be only too willing to 
drop the urn without further ado. Broken, it will let the jinnee out, and they 
can ask him a few questions. While decrying the tendency to behave this 
way, we may be excused for asking what accounts for the presence of the 
tendency in the first place. 

Man’s deepest orientation is personal. 

The assertion that in works of art it is the object itself which counts thus 
treads such crucial ground that it must be made with great honesty, which 
means with circumspection and humility. Not only the truth of the situation, 
but its awkwardness as well, must be faced. This awkwardness derives from 
the fact that, far fetched as it may seem when applied to less important works 
of art, the principle apparently holds that, in a valid but not exclusive sense, 
each work of art is not only an object but a kind of surrogate for a person. 
Anything that bids for attention in an act of contemplation is a surrogate for 
a person. In proportion as the work of art is capable of being taken in full 
seriousness, it moves further and further along an asymptote to the curve of 
personality. 

—Walter J. Ong, “The Jinnee in the Well-Wrought Urn,” Essays in Criti¬ 
cism, IV (July, 1954), 311, 315, 319, by permission of the editor. 
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of phenomena: his argument that comedy, tragedy , and 
the process of scientific discovery all involve bisodative 
treatment of phenomena , and that since comedy and 
tragedy have the same “cognitive layout” they differ only 
in their specific emotional “ charges ” § 


E ach agf. tends to find in some one of the literary genres the 
norm of all literary art. The 17th century, we have seen, found the 
highest poetry to be embodied in the epic. The later 18th century 
saw in the lyric the “most poetic kind of poetry,” 1 for men’s inter¬ 
ests had shifted, with the burgeoning Romantic movement, from an ex¬ 
ternally known world to the knowing and expressive self. Georg Wil¬ 
helm Hegel illustrates the new emphasis, not only in his philosophy of 
history, which is the story of spirit expressing itself through successive 
partial revelations until it finally achieves complete self-consciousness, 
but in his history of art as well. The first stage finds spirit almost over¬ 
borne by matter, as in Egyptian art; then there comes the perfect bal¬ 
ance between spirit and matter, as in Greek sculpture; and finally in 
modern art, spirit overflows and envelops matter. 2 

When men’s minds are dominated by a lyric norm, their conceptions 
of the other genres are affected. Like metamorphosed rocks, the other 
genres, under the heat and pressure of lyricism, change their structure 
and appearance. Tragedy, for example, may be said to have become 
“internalized,” even “lyricized.” Terms like “struggle,” “tension,” and 
“resolution” shifted their meanings with the new conception of the prob¬ 
lem. Consider, for example, how Aristotle characteristically handled the 
tragic protagonist’s power of choice and his responsibility for that choice. 
The act that precipitated the downfall of the hero had to be more than 
a simple misadventure—an accident that simply “happened” to him; on 
the other hand, it had to be less than a calculated crime. The tragic pro¬ 
tagonist could be neither passive victim nor obvious criminal. The prob¬ 
lem of guilt and responsibility was thus a matter of central importance; 
but it is characteristic of Aristotle that this ethical problem is treated in 
the Poetics as a function of the plot. That is, the complicated play that 
Aristotle called for, a play that includes a peripeteia and an anagnorisis , 
demands an action by the hero of a certain seriousness and a certain 
responsibility. Aristotle’s approach was to the total action that the tragedy 
presents—not directly to the ethical standards of the hero. 

But Hegel’s view of tragedy begins—and, one is inclined to say, ends 
_with the ethical problem. Whereas Aristotle was content to make 

1 Cf. ante Chapter 17, pp. 37 *- 3 * 

2 Cf. ante Chapter 17. 
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hamartia a partly responsible act of error without attempting to define 
the degree of culpability precisely, Hegel defines the hero’s error very 
precisely: the good chosen by the hero is only a partial good though the 
hero treats it as though it were an absolute good. The characteristic strug¬ 
gle in tragedy is between rival ethical claims: good is set up against good; 
and the choice is not between good and evil, but between one good and 
another. 3 

Hegel considered Antigone to be the ideal example of Greek tragedy, 
probably because in this play we have the maximum of ethical tension. 
Both Creon and Antigone are right in the sense that the ethical loyalties 
that they acknowledge arc valid. But each is wrong in assuming that the 
ethical principle exerts an absolute claim upon his loyalty. The reconcilia¬ 
tion comes in our realization that the claims arc but partial and rhat ca¬ 
tastrophe has occurred through the human failure of mistaking the part 
for the whole. But it is well to notice that the reconciliation as envisaged 
by Hegel occurs in the mind of the spectator or auditor—not necessarily 
in the mind of the protagonist. Antigone, one has to suppose, goes to her 
death without ever realizing that she has mistaken a limited ideal for an 
absolute ideal. 

The spectator perceives that though the conflict is dreadful for the 
human antagonists caught up in it, it is after all simply a stage in the 
dialectic through which spirit eternally expresses itself. Indeed, the tragic 
conflict as Hegel defines it fits comfortably into his massive philosophical 
system. Tragic conflict proves to be simply another instance of the con¬ 
tradiction of thesis by antithesis, a contradiction to be resolved only in a 
higher synthesis, where the counter claims of thesis and antithesis arc- 
admitted, yet any ultimate contradiction between them is shown ro be 
illusory. 

Hegel’s is a philosopher’s definition of tragedy—not necessarily the 
worse for that, to be sure—but it has provoked the reaction that ir is too 
“intellectual,” and it is certainly part and parcel of a theory of art which 
regards literature as a primitive, and therefore for the mature mind a 
limited and defective, kind of philosophy. Benedetto Croce, certainly not 
the least sympathetic critic of Hegelianism, has put this criticism de¬ 
cisively: 

In a greater degree than any of his predecessors Hegel em¬ 
phasized the cognitive character of art. But this very merit 
brought him into a difficulty more easily avoided by the rest. Art 
being placed in the sphere of absolute Spirit, in company w ith 
Religion and Philosophy, how will she be able to hold her own 
in such powerful and aggressive company, especially in that of 
Philosophy, which in the Hegelian system stands at the summit 

3 Sec The Philosophy of Fine Art , trans. F. P. B. Osmasron (London, 1920), 
Vol, IV. 
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of nil spiritual evolution? If Art and Religion fulfilled functions 
other than the knowledge of the Absolute, they would be in¬ 
ferior levels of the Spirit, but yet necessary and indispensable. 

But if they have in view the same end as Philosophy and are al¬ 
lowed to compete with it, what value can they retain? None 
whatever; or, at the very most, thev mav have that sort of value 
which attaches to transitory historical phases in the life of hu¬ 
manity. The principles of Hegel’s system are at bottom rational¬ 
istic and hostile to religion, and hostile no less to art. 1 

Hegel's concept of tragedy does not fit all the extant Greek tragedies. 
Oedipus Rex, Aristotle’s ideal tragedy, would have to be pulled and 
twisted more than a bit to make it answer to Hegel’s definition: where 
in that play, for instance, is an ethical good set over against a rival good? 
Hegel himself admits that practically none of Euripides’ tragedies con¬ 
form to his notion, a matter which he explains by regarding Euripi- 
dcan tragedy as “modern” in its concern for character and in its ethical 
laxity. 


II 

Yet Hegel’s concept of tragedy, in spite of its forbidding austerity, has 
had great and lasting influence. A. C. Bradley, for example, in his Shake¬ 
spearean Tragedy (1904) and in his Lectures on Poetry (1909) gave us a 
somewhat softened, though distinctly Hegelian, view. In setting this 
forth for the English-speaking reader, Bradley was at some pains to defend 
Hegel against charges of inflexibility. He maintained that Hegel 

docs not teach, as he is often said to do, that tragedy portrays 
only the conflict of such ethical powers as the family and the 
state. He adds to these . . . others, such as love and honour, to¬ 
gether with various universal ends; and it may even be main¬ 
tained that he has provided in his general statement for those 
• numerous cases where . . . no substantial or universal ends col¬ 
lide, but the interest is centred on “personalities.” 

But Bradley conceded that Hegel’s treatment of the aspect of recon¬ 
ciliation was inadequate. Hegel did not sufficiently notice that more is 
involved than acquiescence. As spectators of tragedy we feel a positive 
exultation along with, and indeed because of, our awareness of the fact 
that “the hero has never shown himself so great or noble as in the death 
which seals his failure.”’ 4 Our solace at the fall of the hero is, then, not 

•» Aesthetic (1901), tram. Douglas Ainslic (London, 1922), p. 301. 

Lectures (London, 1909), p. 85, by permission of .Macmillan & Company, Ltd., 
and Sr. Martin’s Press. 

0 Lectures, p. 84. 
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so much a reaffirmation of the moral structure of the universe as a height¬ 
ened awareness of the greatness of man. Though not every tragedy shows 
ethical powers in conflict with each other, every tragedy does show, so 
Bradley argued, “a self-division and self-waste of spirit.” 7 We see Mac¬ 
beth’s courage and imagination wasted in his defeat—yet their true 
grandeur is revealed only by his defeat. Thus, Bradley would broaden 
Hegel’s definition: the typical and essential conflict to be found in tragedy 
is not that of good against good, but rather a conflict within the self: 
“any spiritual conflict involving spiritual waste is tragic.” 8 

Bradley’s definition has the merit of fixing attention upon an element 
that is found in a great deal of literature: not only in a tragedy like 
Macbeth , but in Don Quixote , in “Sir Patrick Spens,” and even in “An 
Ode to a Nightingale.” But the definition will scarcely help us distinguish 
tragedy as a genre. The tragic conflict is within the soul: tragedy mani¬ 
fests itself in our sense of spiritual waste. In this essentially “lyric” defini¬ 
tion, the tragic becomes a personal and subjective quality. 

In rejecting, as a ground for tragedy, Hegel’s austere idealism in 
favor of a milder humanism, Bradley certainly acted in the spirit of the 
age. He praised tragedy for bringing home to us the spiritual qualities of 
the hero—his self-assertion, his noble endurance, his magnificent vitality 
—and nearly all recent writers on the subject have joined Bradley in this 
emphasis. Bonamy Dobrce, for example, regards tragedy as our prime 
means for testing man’s ultimate strength. “Tragedy,” he writes, “is man’s 
trial of his individual strength, a trial becoming increasingly unpopular, 
indeed incomprehensible, with the advance of democracy .” 9 

Prosser Frye’s Romance and Tragedy (1922) also presented a Hegel¬ 
ian view of tragedy, but Frye retained, as the very center of tragedy, 
Hegel’s insistence upon a problem of ethical choice. Like Hegel, Frye 
found in Greek tragedy the very type of tragedy, and he refused to soften 
the edges of his definition to admit more comfortably the Shakespearian 
masterpieces. Shakespeare, great poet though Frye admitted him to be, 
was dangerously committed to a modem and “Euripidean” interest in 
character—to the consequent blurring of a proper ethical focus. 

Tragedy, as Frye defined it, rests upon, the assertion of a universal 
moral order. The fall of the hero momentarily disturbs that order: the 
auditor or the reader is shocked. So great is the disproportion between 
what we feel ought to happen and what actually does happen that we 
experience a kind of giddiness—what Frye calls “the moral qualm.” In 
genuine tragedy, however, that qualm is overcome: the very fall of the 
hero confirms the moral order which it had at first shock seemed to call 
in question. The tragic writer must stress this ultimate stability of the 

7 Lectures, p. 86. 

8 Lectures, p. 87. 

9 Restoration Tragedy (Oxford, 1929), p. 9. . 
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moral order, for he is interested as a writer, not in a psychological, but in 
a metaphysical problem. The question that he must put is this: why 
does evil occur? 

Shakespeare’s alleged failure to put this question causes Frye to deny 
that he is a typically tragic poet. The question that Shakespeare character¬ 
istically puts seems to be: by what steps, through what process, did this 
apparently powerful and virtuous creature come to grief? And so we 
have the “tragedies” of Othello or of Hamlet, with their inordinate inter¬ 
est in character and their blurred focus on the metaphysical problem. 

Sophocles, on the other hand, shows us that the fall of the hero is not 
an “accident” but is inevitable, the consequence of a certain blindness on 
the part of the hero. Antigone —which Frye follows Hegel in regarding 
as the ideal instance of tragedy—will illustrate. Antigone in her entire 
devotion to one ethical claim denies the other. But to defy the polis was 
a terrible thing, no matter what the motive, and no matter even that the 
motive be one which, like Antigone’s, elicits a pitying response. The 
Greek audience, Frye insists, would have felt Antigone to be involved in 
criminality. This tension between terror and pity in our attitude toward 
the protagonist is for Frye the one necessary tension in tragedy. When 
this tension is relaxed—when we can view the protagonist with unquali¬ 
fied sympathy, then we are no longer in the presence of tragedy. The 
downfall of the hero has indeed become merely an unfortunate accident, 
a matter of unpropitious environment, or of some failure of adjustment. 
The tragic protagonist has to be responsible for his act; but if he is re¬ 
sponsible, then he is in some sense culpable. 

To this important point, Frye bears able and effective testimony, but 
he out-Hegels Hegel in the sternness of his ethical demands. His tragic 
writer is frankly a teacher; and he argues that literature, in so far as it is 
“true to itself and its own character,” is concerned not to “image life” but 
to “commemorate some idea about it—or in other words interpret it.” 
The interpretation that Frye demands is of a specific kind: it is not to be 
an economic or a sociological or an anthropological interpretation. It is 
to be a “humane” interpretation, and for Frye this depends upon the “new 
humanism” of Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer More. 1 Indeed, Frye’s Ro¬ 
mance and Tragedy must be regarded as one of the ablest documents 
produced by the New Humanists. But, as in so much of the work of this 
group, there is a certain note of desperation. Frye is carrying out a stub¬ 
born rear-guard action. He gloomily notes that almost from the very birth 
of tragedy there has been a falling off, with no real recoveries. Even the 
classical Racine did not accomplish a return to genuine tragedy. The neo¬ 
humanist scholar did not really hope for better days: he was simply keep¬ 
ing the record straight. 

1 Cf. ante Chapter 20. 


561 Tragedy and Comedy: The Internal Focus 

Most modern writers on tragedy, however, have found such a diet 
too rich for their blood. They have not been interested in ultimate meta¬ 
physical questions. They are thoroughly secular and man-centered. What 
they see in tragedy is primarily a glorification of man’s power to endure. 
We have already mentioned Dobree’s emphasis upon this theme, and 
other names might be added. Thus, W. V. O’Connor in his Climates of 
Tragedy (1943) refuses to allow that certain modem plays are tragedies 
on the ground that they do not sufficiently stress “the strength of man,” 
but instead merely “offer consolation in a dogma.” And Joseph Wood 
Krutch in The Modern Temper (1929) makes “faith in the greatness of 
man” a necessary condition for producing tragedy. A tragic writer, he 
says, does not have to believe in God, but “he must believe in man.” Thus, 
our modern failure to write tragedies springs, not from our loss of faith 
in the supernatural, but from our loss of faith in the worth of human 
nature. 

Modern writers—Krutch certainly and even A. C. Bradley probably 
—did not, however, arrive at the theme of noble, tragic endurance by 
simply expanding Hegel’s formula. They borrowed generously from He¬ 
gel’s German contemporaries and followers. Thus the theme of man’s en¬ 
durance as stated by Krutch reads like a secularization of A. W. Schlegel’s 
treatment of tragic endurance as a form of human self-assertion, a gesture, 
as Schlegel would have it, made in the face of fate in order to assert the 
mind’s proud claim to a participation in the divine. 2 Among the 19th- 
century German aestheticians, however, one may point to a much more 
direct and obvious source in the work of Arthur Schopenhauer. He was 
“for a long time unread and unknown,” but by the end of the 19th 
century he had become “the most popular and influential of writers. 
Even in authors, like Gautier or Flaubert, who probably never set eyes 
on one of his books, we may fancy we feel a kindred spirit.” 3 

In The World as Will and Idea (1818), Schopenhauer utterly re¬ 
jected Hegel’s notion that the universe manifests the force of spirit, 
Geist, unfolding itself through a self-ordained dialectic and revealing its 
reasonable nature more and more fully in history. Instead Schopenhauer 
conceived the ultimate reality to be a blind energy, which in its aimless¬ 
ness actually belied the term Will by which he would name it. This 
“Will” objectified itself at various levels, in inorganic matter, in the vege¬ 
table and the animal kingdoms, and of course, in Man himself. But Man’s 
reason does not represent a coming into consciousness of the Will, a stage 
in its re/f-realization, for the Will is irrational. 

Man’s reason is simply one more instrument at the disposal of the 
Will’s blind striving. Yet it lies in Man’s power to refuse to be an instru- 

2 Cf. ante Chapter 17. 

8 Gilbert and Kuhn, p. 472. 
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ment of the Will. He is able to free himself of desire, and at least at 
moments, stand aside from the struggle and simply contemplate serenely 
the innermost nature of reality. 

Scientific knowledge, Schopenhauer insisted, does not reveal that 
reality. Scientific knowledge is eminently practical: it describes phe¬ 
nomena so as to put them at our service—which really means, at the serv¬ 
ice of the Will. But the knowledge that art gives is impractical, and that 
is its glory. Tragedy gives us an insight into the heart of the mystery, 
into the nature of evil, which is the nature of reality and hence of the 
Will. But Schopenhauer reserved a special function to the art of music. 
Music, unlike the other arts, is not tied to any objective representation of 
the Will but “speaks of the Will itself.” “The composer reveals the inner 
nature of the world, and expresses the deepest wisdom in a language 
which his reason does not understand; as a person under the influence 
of mesmerism tells things of which he has no conception when he 
wakes.” 4 


III 

Tragedy is profoundly “musical” in just this sense, so argued Friedrich 
Nietzsche in his brilliant essay on The Birth of Tragedy (1872). But in 
doing so, Nietzsche rejected Schopenhauer’s notion that tragedy was to 
be associated with serene contemplation. Tragedy did not arise among 
the Greeks out of any withdrawal from life, nor were the spectators of 
the tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles “detached” observers. On the 
contrary, only a formal and artificial barrier separated them from the 
dancing chorus, with whom emotionally they were at one. 

Nietzsche, accordingly, repudiated the notion that Greek tragedy 
was developed under the auspices of Apollo, the god of the poised, har¬ 
monious, “classical” art that we traditionally associate with the Greeks. 
Nietzsche conceded a role to Apollo in Greek tragedy, but it was a role 
finally subordinate to that of Dionysus, the god of wild flute music, of 
wine and intoxication, of the dancing throng and of the orgy in which 
men as satyrs were connected with their darker, subterranean selves and 
with the primordial unity of nature. 

The luminous order and tranquillity that are traditionally associated 
with Greek art were not the expression of a naturally Apollonian spirit. 
The Greek was naturally Dionysian; and his art thus represents a victory 
won over his own nature. As Nietzsche put it in a later essay: 

Extravagance, wildness, and Asiatic tendencies lie at the root of 

the Greeks. Their courage consists in their struggle with their 

4 The World as Will and Idea , trans. R. B. Haldane and J. Kemp (London, 
n.d.), I, 33<*- 
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Asiatic nature: they were not given beauty any more than they 

were given Logic and moral naturalness: in them these things 

are victories, they are willed and fought for. . . . 5 

Tragedy was thus, for Nietzsche, the product of a fruitful tension 
between diverse energies. Certain other forms of art contrive to remain 
relatively pure. For instance, the painter, the sculptor, and the epic poet 
are characteristically Apollonian: they work under the special patronage 
of the god of light, of vision, and of dream. And the actor, the dancer, 
the musician, and the lyric poet arc characteristically devotees of Diony¬ 
sus. They follow a wilder prompting, and create dynamic patterns out of 
ecstasy and incantation. 

To the modern reader imbued with Freud, Nietzsche’s association 
of dream with the Apollonian serenity may appear puzzling, even per¬ 
verse. For the modern reader will be tempted to regard Nietzsche’s 
Apollonian art as that of the conscious mind and the Dionysian as that of 
the Freudian unconscious, in which case, dream, with its bold violations 
of space-order and of logic and its connections with the primordial 
depths of the mind will seem to be Dionysian rather than Apollonian. 
But Nietzsche uses dream primarily in the sense of the seer’s vision, the 
waking dream, an ideal view which represents phenomena not as they 
are, but as they ought to be. For this very reason the Apollonian dreaming 
art demands a Dionysian counterbalance. The idealized representation if 
too consciously imposed degenerates into a flaccid and sterile academi¬ 
cism. The detachment proper to great art can come only after passionate 
involvement. 

The timid German bourgeois, Nietzsche scornfully noted, was eager 
for ideal schemes that flattered his complacency, for solutions that he had 
not “earned,” for harmonies that were trivial because they avoided the 
very appearance of dissonance. Such a person, Nietzsche insisted, was 
quite incapable of conceiving what tragic art meant to the audiences that 
viewed the drama of Aeschylus and Sophocles. To participate in the 
experience of genuine tragedy, man must put aside the brittle rigidities of 
his rationality. Man must lose his petty civic identity and become ele¬ 
mental man; he must, before the vision of the god can be vouchsafed to 
him, become the satyr, the goat-man. 

Indeed, according to Nietzsche, this was just what actually happened 
in the course of history. Ancient Greek tragedy grew out of the worship 
of Dionysus. The satyr chorus—originally the band of ecstatic worship¬ 
pers—was “the womb of dialogue.” In the plays before Euripides, all the 
tragic protagonists were types of Dionysus, seen as such by the chorus in 
their ecstatic state. When Euripides failed to retain the chorus in its primi- 

5 The Will to Power (1896), Complete Works, XV (trans. A. M. Ludovici, New 
York, 1910), 417. This and following passages from Nietzsche’s works reprinted by 
permission of the publishers, George Allen & Unwin Ltd. 
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tive function, he destroyed tragedy. Nietzsche elaborates the point: the 
“optimistic dialectic” of Euripides—which Nietzsche associates with that 
of Socrates—“drove music out of tragedy.” 0 In the Socratic-Euripidean 
dispensation, there was a “necessary, visible connection between virtue 
and knowledge”; hence the tragic protagonist necessarily became a dia¬ 
lectician, the dramatist became essentially “an echo of his own conscious 
knowledge,” and the dark, vital wisdom of the chorus was rendered 
nugatory. In short, Euripidean “tragedy” had moved toward the Apol¬ 
lonian pole. 

True tragedy, on the other hand, Nietzsche asserted, could be inter¬ 
preted only as “a manifestation and illustration of Dionysian states, as the 
visible symbolization of music, as the dream-world of Dionysian ec¬ 
stasy.” 7 Such a “dream-world” is, of course, in Nietzsche’s terms, Apol¬ 
lonian—but in tragedy, Apollo is made to express “Dionysian knowledge.” 

. . . the Apollonian illusion is [in the effect of tragedy] found 
to be what it really is,—the assiduous veiling during the perform¬ 
ance of tragedy of the intrinsically Dionysian effect: which, 
however, is so powerful, that it finally forces the Apollonian 
drama itself into a sphere where it begins to talk with Dionysian 
wisdom, and even denies itself and its Apollonian conspicuous¬ 
ness. Thus then the intricate relation of the Apollonian and the 
Dionysian in tragedy must really be symbolized by a fraternal 
union of the two deities: Dionysus speaks the language of 
Apollo; Apollo, however, finally speaks the language of Diony¬ 
sus; and so the highest goal of tragedy and of art in general is 
attained. 8 

The spectator of tragedy sees the hero “in epic clearness and beauty” 
—the epic, we remember, is an “Apollonian” art—nevertheless, wrought 
up to Dionysian ecstasy, the spectator “delights in [the hero’s] annihila¬ 
tion. . . . He feels the actions of the hero to be justified, and is never¬ 
theless still more elated when these actions annihilate their originator.” 8 

WWen Apollo begins to talk with “Dionysian wisdom,” he gives us 
myth, for tragic myth, as Nietzsche defines it, is “a symbolizing of 
Dionysian wisdom by means of the expedients of Apollonian art.” 1 
Science, with optimistic belief in “the explicability of nature,” destroys 
myth, and with it, the possibility of tragedy. This notion that tragedy— 
and by later extension, all art—is grounded in myth was, however, to 

9 The Birth of Tragedy (1872), Complete Works, I (trans. YV. A. Haussmann, 
London, 19 10 )» II, « 

1 Birth of Tragedy, p. m. 

* Birth of Tragedy, pp. 166-7. 

9 Birth of Tragedy, p. 168. 

1 Birth of Tragedy , p. 168. 
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make its main fortune in the next century. Its typical 20th-century modes 
will be discussed later in Chapter 31. 


IV 

Science is optimistic, but tragic wisdom is joyful. The zest for life ex¬ 
presses itself through conflict and tension. Though elements of this view 
were derived from Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, as time went on, attacked 
with increasing bitterness Schopenhauer’s idea that tragedy begot a mood 
of resignation. Art is “the great stimulus,” the “great will to life,” 2 and 
tragedy springs from exultant strength. Nietzsche charged Aristotle with 
folly in having supposed that the function of tragedy was to purge us of 
the emotions of pity and fear. Tragedy is not cathartic but tonic. Even 
a Zola’s preoccupation with the ugly and sordid came about because 
artists like Zola rejoice in the ugly. The ugliness and disorder of the 
world constitute a challenge to the artist. The artist does not passively 
record a beauty that he finds rooted in nature. Beauty is not found—it is 
made by the artist, who imposes it by his own will, and thus wins a vic¬ 
tory over disorder. For in beauty, “contrasts are overcome, the highest 
sign of power thus manifesting itself in the conquest of opposites.” 3 The 
artist creates out of joy and strength—not out of weakness—and the 
most convincing artists are precisely those “who make harmony ring out 
of every discord.” 4 The great artist is able to acknowledge “the terrible 
and questionable character of existence” 5 and still affirm the goodness of 
life. As a poet of our own time has expressed it: 

All perform their tragic play, 

There struts Hamlet, there is Lear, 

That’s Ophelia, that’s Cordelia; 

Yet they, should the last scene be there, 

The great stage curtain about to drop, 

If worthy their prominent part in the play. 

Do not break up their lines to weep. 

They know that Hamlet and Lear are gay; 

Gaiety transfiguring all that dread.® 

And again, as he looked out upon the world moving toward the Second 
World War: 

2 Will to Power , p. 285. 

3 Will to Power , p. 245. 

4 Will to Power , p. 288. 

5 Will to Power , p. 291. 

c W. B. Yeats, “Lapis Lazuli,” Collected Poems (New York, 195O, p. 292- This 
and following passages from Yeats’s writings are reprinted by permission of The 
Macmillan Company. 
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Irrational streams of blood are staining earth; 

Empedocles has thrown all things about; 

Hector is dead and there’s a light in Troy; 

We that look on but laugh in tragic joy. 7 

If all art is an affirmation of life, and if the greatest art is that in 
which the affirmation is made in the face of the terrible and questionable, 
then tragic art reveals itself as the greatest art: 

The highest state of Yea-saying to existence is conceived as 
one from which the greatest pain may not be excluded: the 
tragico-Dionysian state. 8 

The artist, as Nietzsche conceives him, is a projection of the Nietz- 
schean philosopher. He is a man who is hard and lives dangerously, scorn¬ 
ing cowardly generalizations and shop-worn solutions, despising syn¬ 
theses that he has not “earned,” daring to subdue to his purpose the most 
recalcitrant materials, always “setting his chisel to the hardest stone.” 
Yet the artist does deal in illusion—at least his work can be exploited for 
the illusory comfort that it may seem to give. And so Nietzsche some¬ 
times praised the artist as the man who truly lives “beyond good and 
evil,” but at other times Was moved to reproach the artist because he 
solaced men with lies. Only a hairline would seem to separate the poet’s 
gift of “metaphysical comfort” from the bogus comfort of soporifics 
and anodynes. 

It is probably idle to try to labor Nietzsche’s position into entire 
consistency: Nietzsche was the deliberate iconoclast, using a rhetoric of 
overstatement, bold metaphor, exhortation, laconic imperatives, and the 
like; and moreover his philosophy suffered alteration during the course of 
his career. In making the value of art depend, not upon the work itself 
but upon the stress in the soul of the artist who produced it 9 or upon the 
process, strenuous or easy, by which the spectator apprehended it, Nietz¬ 
sche provided the basis for endlessly shifting subsequent evaluations. 

We have earlier spoken of the pervasive “lyric” quality of the Ger¬ 
man 19th century: the norm of poetry is consciously or unconsciously 
sought for in the personal and subjective utterance. The fundamental 
poetic problem became that of the poet’s personal expression, and more 

7 “The Gyres,” Collected Poems , p. 291. 

8 Will to Power } p. 291. 

9 Substantially this position is taken in a recent essay by a critic whom one 
would never think of associating with Nietzsche. Lionel Trilling, at the end of his 
Liberal Imagination (New York, 1950), p. 297, writes: “The aesthetic effect which I 
have in mind can be suggested by a word that I have used before—activity. We feel 
that Hemingway and Faulkner [as contrasted with Dos Passos, O'Neill, and Wolfe] 
arc intensely at work upon the recalcitrant stuff of life; when they are at their best 
they give us the sense that the amount and intensity of their activity are in a satisfying 
proportion to the recalcitrance of dieir material.” 
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specifically, the problem of how he might, in the midst of a hostile world, 
preserve his own individuality and set the seal of his own personality upon 
the pattern of words that he makes. Tragedy, because of the authority of 
classical Greek literature, was still spoken of by the Germans as the high¬ 
est of the literary arts. But the soul of tragedy was no longer to be sought 
in the plot: it was to be sought in the dramatist’s own soul. Nietzsche, as 
we have seen, conceived of tragedy as “musical' 1 : it was the greatest of 
the arts because it involved a “harmonization” of the greatest possible ten¬ 
sions. 

The assimilation of tragedy to a “lyric” form through conceiving of 
it as a pattern of tensions that are “resolved” or of discords that are ulti¬ 
mately “harmonized” suggests a counterdcvelopmcnt that was to appear 
in later criticism; that is, the tendency to see in even the tiniest lyric a 
kind of “drama,” a pattern of conflicts set up, developed, and then re¬ 
solved. The “musical” structure of poetry, of which the French symbol¬ 
ists were to make so much, is “musical” in something like this Nietzschcan 
sense. Here again Nietzsche proved himself a forerunner. He anticipated 
brilliantly the course that the age was to take. 

V 

Tragedy and comedy have always been bracketed together, if only in 
simple opposition—the laughing mask set off by the weeping mask. 
Nietzsche’s conception of tragedy as a pattern of tensions obviously pro¬ 
vides a means for bringing tragedy and comedy much closer together. In 
German romantic theory we have already 1 called attention to the strong 
concern to provide a rationale for the comic and to dignify it as an inte¬ 
gral side of the serious. Nietzsche’s theorizing provides, from the side of 
tragedy, a powerful answering tendency. By boldly asserting that trag¬ 
edy is “Dionysian,” Nietzsche roots it in impulses immemorially as¬ 
signed to the comic—that is, in the natural and instinctive impulses which 
reach their apogee in intoxication, revelry, and wild exuberance. 

The celebrated essay Le Rire (1900) by Henri Bergson yields a suffi¬ 
ciency of parallels to The Birth of Tragedy . Bergson found the basis for 
the comic in the contrast between the mechanical and the organic. It is 
intelligence that treats everything mechanically; it is instinct that has an 
affinity for the organic. Like Nietzsche, Bergson traced art ultimately 
to the dark, instinctive side of the mind. 

He asserts in his Evolution Creatrice that it is instinct, not intelli¬ 
gence, that is molded on the very form 

of life. While intelligence treats everything mechanically, in¬ 
stinct proceeds, so to speak, organically. If the consciousness 
1 Cf. ante Chapter 17. 
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that slumbers in it should awake, if it were wound up into 
knowledge instead of being wound off into action, if we could 
ask and it could reply, it would give up to us the most intimate 
secrets of life . 2 

The intellect deals with what Bergson terms “extensive manifolds”; 
thus the intellect produces science and all the systematizations of knowl¬ 
edge that are so useful to us for the practical ordering of our lives. But 
the intellect distorts reality—freezes it into abstract patterns—breaks it 
up into discrete data—and so falsifies the essentially dynamic and chang¬ 
ing thing that is reality; that is, the intellect is incapable of dealing with 
an “intensive manifold.” For this we require the more subtle instrument 
of art. Like Schopenhauer, Bergson finds in art, not in science, the 
means to the knowledge of reality. 

Life presents itself to us, Bergson says, as “evolution in time and 
complexity in space. . . . [There is a] continual change of aspect, the 
irreversibility of the order of phenomena, [and] the perfect individual¬ 
ity of a perfectly contained series. ...” 3 Since such are the characteris¬ 
tic traits that distinguish what is alive from what is mere mechanism, their 
antitheses— repetition , inversion , and reciprocal interference of series — 
are the characteristic patterns of the mechanical; and it is the mechani¬ 
cal that prompts our laughter. We laugh at the failure of human response: 
the man acting like an automaton, mindlessly following a pattern when 
the situation calls for change (repetition); the man allowing himself to 
be victimized by mere things (inversion); the man clumsily falling over 
himself instead of acting gracefully and effectively (reciprocal interfer¬ 
ence of series). 

Bergson valiantly strove to relate every instance of the comic to 
one of these three categories of the mechanical. Disguise, for example, 
was to be regarded as comic because the disguising clothes (as distin¬ 
guished from our “normal” clothing, which seems at one with the body) 
appear to us to be a “rigid envelope round the living suppleness of the 
body.” Disguise, in other words, constitutes another instance of the im¬ 
pingement of the mechanical upon the vital and organic. Having 
stretched his theory sufficiently to make disguise an instance of mechani¬ 
zation, Bergson then stretched the category of disguise: 

A man in disguise is comic. A man we regard as disguised is also 
comic. So, by analogy, all disguise is seen to become comic, not 
only that of a man, but that of society also, and even the dis¬ 
guise of nature . 4 

2 Creative Evolution (1907), trans. Arthur Mitchell (New York, 1937)1 P. 165. 
8 From: Comedy , “Laughter” by Henri Bergson, “An Essay on Comedy” by 
George Meredith, introduction and appendix by Wylie Syphcr. Copyright 1956 by 
Wylie Syphcr, reprinted by permission of Doublcday & Company, Inc. 

4 Laughter, p. 42- 
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Though maintaining that every comic incongruity is an instance of 
mechanization, Bergson was aware that not every such mechanization 
produces a comic effect. We do not laugh, for example, at the automatism 
of a crippled man, even though his hobbling gait is to the last degree me¬ 
chanical. The comic response demands that we suppress our sympathies: 
there must be, in Bergson’s phrase, an “anesthesia of the heart.” Where, 
as with the crippled man, we cannot suppress our sympathies, there will 
be no laughter. 

The writer of comedy realizes this. He plays down our sympathy 
for the individual; he appeals to the assumptions of society; he engages 
our intelligence rather than our emotions. Thus, he achieves the neces¬ 
sary anesthesia. For the function of comedy is corrective; society pun¬ 
ishes by laughter the individual’s deviation from the social norms. 

Bergson’s account of the social function of comedy is substan¬ 
tially the orthodox, “classical” account—quite as much as George 
Meredith’s. 5 But Bergson achieved his orthodoxy by a kind of tour de 
force . For comedy’s very commitment to society and its association with 
the play of intelligence forced Bergson to deny that comedy was a gen¬ 
uine art. He denied it in so many words: comedy, he wrote, 

is not disinterested as genuine art is. By organising laughter, 
comedy accepts social life as a natural environment, it even 
obeys an impulse of social life. And in this respect it turns its 
back upon art, which is a breaking away from society and a re¬ 
turn to pure nature .° 

In such a passage, Bergson’s romantic bias is fully declared: genu¬ 
ine art is natural and instinctive. Comedy makes the deviations from so¬ 
cial life seem mechanical as if they were deviations from nature and 
therefore comic in their own right. The parallel with Nietzsche’s view 
of tragedy again invites attention. One might say that whereas Nietz¬ 
sche’s tragedy represents the dark and instinctive (the Dionysian) draw¬ 
ing the luminous and rational (the Apollonian) into its orbit, Bergson’s 
comedy represents a countermovement: our ultimate commitment to the 
instinctive and natural is drawn into the orbit of the self-conscious and 
artificial. 

Bergson makes his case against the aberrancy of comedy from 
“genuine art” by exhibiting typical comic characters. Though genuine 
art is always concerned with what is uniquely individual, the characters 
that appear in comedies' are types. A comic character is generality per¬ 
sonified—which is why we can so readily speak of “a TartufTc,” Bergson 

5 In Chapter 11 ante, we have observed that .Merediths essay—one has to remind 
oneself of its date, 1877—was a kind of anachronism. It is a brilliant summation of an 
earlier ideal of comedy—French classical comedy of the great period. 

G Laughter, pp. 170-1. The italics arc ours. 
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says, but never of “a Phcdrc” or “a Polyeucte.” 7 Plausible as this state¬ 
ment sounds, perhaps we may wonder whether it constitutes a decisive 
test: it is not altogether clear that we cannot with propriety speak of “a 
Hamlet,” tragic character though he be; and the great comic character 
Falstaff has appeared to many readers to be anything but mere general¬ 
ity personified. Be that as it may, Bergson has called down upon himself 
reproaches for what have impressed some critics as strained manipula¬ 
tions of the facts, the better to make them answer to his special theory. 
Even his basic tenet that all laughter springs from the contrast be¬ 
tween what is mechanical and what is natural has been criticized as much 
too narrow and rigid. Yet it must be conceded that Bergson’s conception 
of the comic as closely connected with the natural and instinctive is fully 
in the current of 19th-century ideas. 


VI 


Much earlier, in 1709, Lord Shaftesbury, in an essay significantly en¬ 
titled “Serisus Communis: an Essay on the Freedom of Wit and Humor” 
(I, iv), had observed that 

the natural free spirits of ingenious men, if imprisoned or con¬ 
trolled, will find out other ways of motion to relieve themselves 
in their constraint; and whether it be in burlesque, mimicry, or 
buffoonery, they will be glad at any rate to vent themselves, and 
be revenged on their constrainers. . . . 

During the 19th century, the psychologist Bain, whom Bergson quotes, 
developed the theory of laughter as “the rebound of hilarity,” a sudden 
deliverance from emotional and moral constraints. Charles Renouvier 
added the notion that laughter was also a deliverance from the constraints 
of rationality itself. And Auguste Penjon published in 1893, several years 
before the appearance of Bergson’s Le Hire , an essay entitled “Le Rire 
et la Liberte ” in which laughter is interpreted as the sudden surging up 
of the sense of freedom. Penjon's theory of humor was summed up by 
an American psychologist, L. W. Kline, in the following terms: 

The humor stimulus gives glimpses of the world of uncertain¬ 
ties, of spontaneities and of life, and in so doing creates the sense 
of freedom of which the sense of humor is the obverse side . 8 

The function of humor is to rest and relax the mind. Humor is said to 
cut “the surface tension of consciousness” and to increase “the pliancy 


7 Laughter, p. 163. 

8 “The Psychology 
1907)* 437 * 


of Humor,” American Journal of Psychology , XVIII (July, 
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of [the mind’s] structure to the end that it may proceed on a new and 
strengthened basis.” It “spells” the mind,-as Kline put it; it permits it a 
breathing space on “an uphill pull.” 

How humor accomplishes this ministry is stated in terms reminis¬ 
cent of Schopenhauer: humor detaches us “from our world of good and 
evil, of loss and gain and enable [s] us to see it in proper perspective.” 
And Kline’s account of how humor has promoted the very evolution of 
the race seems to echo Bergson: 

Influences that tend to check mechanization and to incline the 
mind to grapple with the new and with the ideal prolong the 
possibilities of spiritual development. Humor and play are two 
such processes, with the honors in favof of humor. It stands 
guard at the dividing line between free and mechanized mind, 
to check mechanization and to preserve and fan the sparks of 
genius. 0 

The sense in which laughter betokens a freedom from constraint 
has been interpreted more literally and brutally by Horace Kallen. 1 All 
laughter reflects a sense of triumph and self-enhancement which may or 
may not also involve the degradation of an enemy. Having conquered its 
enemy, “the organism,” riding on a tide of released energies, finding it¬ 
self “again in possession of itself,” and now apprehending the “lapsed sit¬ 
uation,” laughs “spontaneously, instinctively.” Kallen remarks that the 
facial expression at the laughable as in smiling bears “a startling re¬ 
semblance to [that of] an animal about to rend and devour its prey.” 
But he is able to trace the first dawn of humor to a period before even 
the teeth appear. For he can find a semblance of the “apprehension of 
the comic” in “the replete child, repeating the pleasurable act of 
sucking.” 2 

The notion of laughter as the expression of triumphant well-being 
is as old as the speculations of Thomas Hobbes—as old indeed as the 
Platonic dialogues; and some readers will prefer Hobbes’s account of it 
to Kallen’s, finding Hobbes’s brand of behaviorism handled with more 
dignity and with somewhat less facial contortion. 

Sudden Glory [Hobbes writes in his Leviathan, I, vi] is the pas¬ 
sion which maketh those Grimaces called laughter; and is 
caused either by some sudden act of their own, that pleaseth 
them; or by the apprehension of some deformed thing in an¬ 
other, in comparison whereof they suddenly applaud them¬ 
selves. 8 

0 Kline, A?ncrican Journal of Psychology , XVIII, 439, 

1 “The Aesthetic Principle in Comedy,” American Journal of Psychology, XXII 
(April, 1911), 137-57. 

2 Kallen, American Journal of Psychology , XXII, 156. 

3 Leviathan (1651). 
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But perhaps one should not dismiss the facial contortions too sum¬ 
marily. Because of the marked physiological reactions that occur in laugh¬ 
ter, comedy has from an early date attracted to itself far more affective 
theorizing than has tragedy. The development of laboratory techniques 
in the 19th century produced hundreds of physiological studies bearing 
on the phenomenon of laughter. Even psychologists not notably behavior¬ 
istic in approach have been interested in and influenced by the physio¬ 
logical character of laughter. For example, Sigmund Freud writes in a 
passage that anticipates the phraseology of Kallcn, “the grimaces and con¬ 
tortions of the corners of the mouth that characterize laughter appear 
first in the satisfied and satiated nursling when he drowsily quits the 
breast.” But his Wit and Its Relations to the Unconscious (1905) elabo¬ 
rates a far more complex theory of the comic than this particular quota¬ 
tion might suggest. 4 Indeed, Freud will not allow that the “sudden glory” 
of triumphant well-being is comic laughter at all, insisting that children 
do not have a sense of the comic. Nevertheless, it is in the happiness of 
the replete child that Freud finds the key to the pleasure that adults take 
in the comic. Indeed, his monumental essay concludes with the statement 
that the methods of wit, comedy, and humor all attempt to return us to 
the state of the child. They 

strive to bring back from the psychic activity a pleasure which 
has really been lost in the development of this activity. For the 
euphoria which we are thus striving to obtain is nothing but the 
state of a bygone time, in which we were wont to defray our 
psychic work with slight expenditure. It is the state of our 
childhood in which we did not know the comic, were incapable 
of wit, and did not need humor to make us happy. 5 

But to understand why the state of euphoria experienced by the child is 
characterized by a “slight expenditure” of psychic energy requires fur¬ 
ther examination of Freud’s views on the subject. 

VII 

Early in his study Freud remarks that brevity is indeed the soul of wit, 
quoting Shakespeare’s statement and that of the psychologist Theodor 
Lipps. 0 The brevity manifests itself through various devices of condensa¬ 
tion such as “mixed word-formation” and “double meaning with allu- 

4 The passages quoted here and on pp. 573—6 and 611 are taken from The Basic 
Writings of Sigmund Freud } trans. and cd. by A. A. Brill, copyright, 1938, by Random 
House, Inc. Reprinted by permission of the Trustees of the Brill Estate. 

6 Basic Writings , p. 803. 

0 Freud writes: “ ‘Brevity alone is the body and soul of wit,* declares Jean Paul 
(Vorschule der Astbetik [1804), I, 4S)- - • • Lipps’ description of the brevity of 
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sion.” Freud distinguishes eleven such devices, all of which he regards as 
simply variant forms of the principle of condensation. What is common 
to wit, in Freud’s conception, is a principle of parsimony in the expendi¬ 
ture of psychic energy. The verbal economy observable in witty expres¬ 
sions—the “use of few or possibly the same words”—points toward a 
more important kind of economy, this saving of psychic energy. 

What is actually saved and how the saving is effected is most easily 
illustrated by taking our examples from what Freud calls “tendency” 
wit, that is, wit that is aggressive, whether hostile or obscene. (Freud 
holds that all obscene wit represents an act of sexual aggression.) 

How such wit serves to economize psychic energy, Freud illustrates 
in this fashion: When circumstances forbid any direct attack upon an 
enemy or even directly abusive language, as in retort to superior author¬ 
ity, “wit . . . serves as a resistance against such authority and as an es¬ 
cape from its pressure.” For wit provides a means for getting around 
whatever hinders directly hostile expression and thus allows us to express 
ourselves after all. Such hindrances to expression need not be outward; 
they may be inward. “Repressions,” for example, forbid the civilized 
man’s enjoyment of the obscene. But a witty obscenity allows him to 
elude the repression and to enjoy what, if expressed directly, would not 
be tolerated. 

The only difference between the cases of outer and inner hin¬ 
drances consists in the fact that here an already existing inhibi¬ 
tion is removed, while there the formation of a new inhibition 
is avoided. ... a “ psychic expenditure ” is required for the for¬ 
mation as well as the retention of a psychic inhibition. Now if 
we find that in both cases the use of tendency-wit produces 
pleasure, then it may be assumed that such resultant pleasure 
corresponds to the economy of psychic expenditure . * * * * 7 

So much for the pleasure of wit that has a hostile or obscene tend¬ 
ency. The pleasure that we take in “harmless wit” also arises from an 
economy of psychic expenditure. The reason is not far to seek. All think¬ 
ing requires effort: it is “easier to mix up things than to distinguish them; 
and it is particularly easier to travel over modes of reasoning unsanc¬ 
tioned by logic.” Children delight, for example, in word play and non¬ 
sense games. One of the pleasures of alcohol is that under its influence 
the adult can become again a “child who derives pleasure from the free 


wit is also significant. He states that *. . . fwit] expresses itself in words that will not 

stand the test of strict logic or of the ordinary mode of thought and expression. In 

fine, it can express itself by leaving the thing unsaid’ 1 Kowik itnJ Humor , 1S98, 

Beit rage zur Astbctik, VI, p. 90].” Basic Writings, p. 636. 

7 Basic Writings, p. 712. 
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disposal of his mental stream without being restricted by the pressure of 
logic.” 8 

Ale, man, ale’s the stuff to drink 
For fellows whom it hurts to think. 

But all of us, Freud would argue, plausibly enough, arc fellows whom 
it hurts to think. Alcohol protects our childish pleasure by dulling the 
censorship of reason. In harmless wit, the wit-work circumvents this ob¬ 
stacle by offering a sop to reason; that is, the wit-work secs to it that the 
“senseless combination of words or the absurd linking of thoughts” does 
“make sense after all.” Thus, just as tendency wit circumvents the hin¬ 
drances set up by suppressions and inhibitions, harmless wit circumvents 
the hindrances set up by reason and critical judgment. As Freud summa¬ 
rizes the matter, wit 

begins as play in order to obtain pleasure from the free use of 
words and thoughts. As soon as the growing reason forbids this 
senseless play . . . , it turns to the jest or joke in order to hold 
to these sources of pleasure and in order to be able to gain new 
pleasure from the liberation of the absurd. In the role of harm¬ 
less wit it assists the thoughts and fortifies them against the im¬ 
pugnment of the critical judgment. . . . Finally, it enters into 
the great struggling suppressed tendencies in order to remove 
inner inhibitions. . . . Reason, critical judgment, and suppres¬ 
sion, these are the forces which it combats in turn. 9 

The semi-automatic reaction of laughter is easily fitted into Freud’s 
scheme, for if wit always involves an economy of psychic energy, it is 
that “saved” or “gained” energy that is discharged as laughter. Freud bor¬ 
rows, and in the process modifies, Herbert Spencer’s view of laughter as 
the discharge of psychic irritation} 

VIII 

Freud carefully distinguishes the witty from the comical and the humor¬ 
ous. All three, to be sure, involve a “saving” of psychic energy, and all 
three discharge the gained energy in laughter. But Freud seeks through a 
rather intricate argument to differentiate the several ways in which the 
gain in energy is made and to specify in each case the form of psychic 
energy that is conserved. In wit, as we have seen, Freud argues that our 
gain in psychic energy comes about through our not having to expend 
our energy in sustaining an inhibition. In contemplating the comic, how- 

8 Basic Writings, p. 719. 

9 Basic Writings , p. 726. 

1 Freud also mentions L. M. Dugas’s description of laughter as a release from 
tension and Bain’s conception of laughter as a “freedom from restraint.” 
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ever, our gain comes from finding that we have built up expectative ten¬ 
sions that are redundant. For example, we see someone straining to lift 
a heavy basket and laugh when the basket proves to be unexpectedly 
light. We compare the expected effort with the actual effort as we imag¬ 
inatively project ourselves into the lifter’s situation. Such a comparison 
occurs, Freud insists, in all instances of the comic. We always compare, 
if only unconsciously, the effort that the fumbling clown or the clumsy 
child makes in order to perform some action with the effort which we 
should need to exert. Thus Freud’s theory of the comic at some points 
resembles Bergson’s, the clumsily wasteful expenditure of energy re¬ 
minding one of Bergson’s stiffly mechanical actions. Like Bergson too, 
Freud attempts some remarkable extensions of what he regards as the 
basic comic situation. The comic, he tells us, is always found first in per¬ 
sons and is then transferred to objects, situations, and the like. 

In dealing with the third member of his triad, humor, Freud is 
much less intricate and consequently may seem less strained. The psy¬ 
chic energy that we “save” in the humorous situation is the energy that 
would otherwise go into feelings of sympathy. The most obvious instance 
is that furnished by “gallows-humor.” The prisoner on the way to exe¬ 
cution pretends to worry about catching cold, and we laugh. If “he who 
is most concerned is quite indifferent to the situation,” 2 then we can save 
our sympathy, and it is this sympathy that we expected to expend but 
did not expend that we discharge pleasurably in laughter. 

Freud assigns humor and the comic to the foreconscious, but wit, to 
the unconscious. Indeed, at one point Freud describes wit as “the con¬ 
tribution to the comic from the sphere of the unconscious.” The tech¬ 
niques used in dream work—displacement, representation by opposite, 
absurdity, indirect expression, and so forth—are the techniques used in 
wit. Since the aim of the dream is simply to preserve our sleep, the dream 
does not need to be intelligible. It is an asocial product. Wit, however, 
has to be intelligible; we feel the need to impart wit. Hence in wit the 
amount of distortion through displacement and condensation has its limit. 
Dream serves “preponderantly to guard against pain,” but wit serves “to 
acquire pleasure”; and that pleasure, as Freud has described it in the pas¬ 
sage that we quoted earlier, is an approximation to the euphoria of child¬ 
hood. 


' IX 

One of the most vigorous attacks upon Freud’s theory of the comic has 
been made by Max Eastman . 3 Eastman finds it incomprehensible that 
Freud should deny a sense of the comic to children, who are, of course, 

2 Basic Writings, p. 799. 

3 The Enjoyment of Laughter (New York, 1936). 
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the “greatest laughers of all.” But, of course, Freud does not deny that 
children laugh. The child laughs, and his motives for laughter, Freud 
says, are “clear and assignable.” Someone slips and falls, and the child 
laughs “out of a feeling of superiority or out of joy over the calamity of 
others. [His laughter] amounts to saying: ‘You fell, but I did not.’ ” 4 * * In 
short, the child’s laughter is an instance of Hobbes’s “sudden glory.” (And 
this is precisely why Freud denies that it has a part in the comic.) Balzac 
can be quoted: “As children only do we laugh, and as we travel onward 
laughter sinks down and dies out like the light of the oil-lit lamp.” So 
true is this, Eastman goes on to say, that most adults will rarely laugh at 
“a mere nothing . . . unless it is reinforced and sanctioned by some 
meaning. , . . They demand, in short, that jokes should have a point.” ’ 
But in writing this, Eastman has blundered squarely upon Freud’s cen¬ 
tral idea. Indeed, when Freud writes that “Certain pleasure motives of 
the child seem to be lost for us grown-ups . . . ,” he might be echoing 
Balzac. His Wit and Its Relation to the Unconscious could be fairly de¬ 
scribed as a study of the manoeuvers by which the adult endeavors to 
recover the lost infantile laughter. 

A much more competent and informed criticism of Freud’s theory 
of the comic is made by Arthur Koestler in his Insight and Outlook 
(1949). Koestler is able to accept most of what Freud has to sav about 
wit, but he finds Freud’s comments upon the comic needlessly intricate. 
Freud attempts to “reduce differences in the quality of the behaviour pat¬ 
terns involved in a comic situation to differences in quantity.” Koestler 
finds that this preoccupation with mere quantitative difference on occa¬ 
sion leads to absurdities, as when Freud writes: “Chance exposures of the 
body . . . affect us as comic, because we compare this easy wav of en¬ 
joying what is offered to the eye with the great effort which would other¬ 
wise be necessary to attain the same aim.” 0 As if, comments Koestler, this 
were the way to account for our laughter when the dignified gentleman 
rips his trouser seat as he executes a sweeping bow. 

Koestler locates the principal defect of Freud’s theory in what he 
calls a failure to distinguish between the self-assertive and the self- 
transcending emotions. Neither Bergson 7 nor Freud recognizes the exist¬ 
ence of a self-transcending emotion, and as a consequence neither of them 


4 Basic Writings, p. 794. 

r ‘ The Enjoyment of Laughter, p. 37. 

n Insight and Outlook (New Yoik, 1949), p. 426. Reprinted by permission of 
The .Macmillan Company. 

7 Koestler regards Bergson's theory of the comic as too narrow—Bergson s 
“comic" is only one sub-category, though a frequently occurring sub-category, of 
the comic. Bergson also neglects “the emotional dynamics of laughter," bur his is 
“the most stimulating work ever written on the subject” {Insight and Outlook , p. 

4 * 0 . 
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is able to see “the direct connection between the comic and the tragic, 
between laughter and crying, between humour and art.” 8 

In Insight and Outlook y Koestler boldly undertakes to demonstrate 
just these relationships. He would connect not only the comic with the 
tragic, but the mental processes involved in the creation of wit with those 
involved in making a scientific discovery. The key to these connections 
lies in what Koestler calls the “bisociative” treatment of a phenomenon. 
The comic contrast is bisociative: we see the phenomenon in question 
under two contrasting aspects. It is linked to two different fields of in¬ 
terest. The phenomenon is regarded as an habitual member of one of 
these fields, but its affinities with the second field “have hitherto been re¬ 
garded as adventitious, or have passed unnoticed .” 9 This bisociative treat¬ 
ment may be illustrated by the simplest joke (“One swallow does not 
make a summer, nor quench the thirst”); but it is also illustrated by 
Archimedes’ action when, lying in his bath, he suddenly connected the 
immersion of a body in water with the problem of measuring the volume 
of the crown. The pun on “swallow” links two quite different fields 
through a trivial sound connection; the discovery that sent Archimedes 
rushing from his bath shouting “Eureka” also connected different fields 
—and again through a trivial and unimportant link, though the conse¬ 
quences were to be most important. Both wit and the “eureka proc¬ 
ess” have, as Koestler puts it, the same “intellectual geometry.” Metaphor 
also employs this intellectual geometry: metaphor links up two fields not 
ordinarily connected and allows us to view the “link” in the perspective 
of two fields—“bisociatively.” 

Koestler regards laughter as the discharge of nervous tension, but 
he gives this notion a twist not to be found in Freud. Emotional proc¬ 
esses have greater inertia than cognitive processes. When one line of 
logic or one chain of association is suddenly intersected by another, our 
understanding 

does jump from the first field to the second, whereas our emo¬ 
tion, incapable of performing the sudden jump, is spilled. This 
difference in behaviour implies that emotion tends to persist in 
the direction of a straight line, like a bull, whereas thought can 
dance about like a matador; in other words, that emotion has a 
greater mass momentum . 1 

Laughter is the discharge of the emotion “spilled” when the understand¬ 
ing makes one of its sudden hair-pin turns in traversing the course of the 
witticism. The emotion suddenly becomes excessive—or to use Freud’s 

8 Insight and Outlook , p. 430. 

9 Insight and Outlook } p. 53. 

1 Insight and Outlook , p. 60. 
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term, there is a sudden “gain”—and the now unneeded emotion can gush 
out as laughter. 

Man alone is capable of laughter; his ability to laugh is a mark of his 
civilization. “All animals are fanatics,” since they cannot emancipate 
themselves “from the fanaticism of the biological urge.” 

The sudden realization that one’s own emotional state is “Unrea¬ 
sonable” signalizes the emergence of self-criticism. . . . Thus 
laughter rings the bell of man’s departure from the rails of in¬ 
stinct. 2 

The inert emotions discharged in laughter are the self-assertive, ag¬ 
gressive-defensive emotions. They are to be carefully discriminated from 
the self-transcending, integrative emotions that underlie tragic art. Any 
tragedy can be turned into a comedy by altering the emotional charge. 
“Every story of Boccaccio’s” can be transformed into a little tragedy 
without altering its factual content and “Oedipus Rc5c can be made to 
appear as a prize fool who kills his father and marries his mother, all by 
mistake; the tragedy is turned into a French farce without altering its 
cognitive layout.” 3 4 

Unlike the self-asserting emotions, the self-transcending emotions 

are capable of following the train of thought round any junc¬ 
tional corner. . . . The emotions of participative sympathy at¬ 
tach themselves like a dog to the narrative and do not become 
detached from it whatever the surprises, jumps, changes of asso¬ 
ciative 'climate through which the narrator leads it. . . . When 
a bisociation occurs, [they] do not become detached from 
thought, but follow it loyally to the new field. 1 

Since tragedy, like comedy, makes use of a bisociative technique, 
Kocstler requires some such explanation as this to account for the fact 
that the emotional charge in tragedy is not also “spilled” cn route and 
discharged in laughter. Kocstler frankly would not want it spilled, for 
the self-transcending emotions have their own value, they arc integrative; 
they move man toward a sympathetic participation in the universe about 
him. They teach loyalty to the larger whole of which man is a part. 

Koestlcr’s position here is that of the modern liberal humanist, with 
all the appropriate political and social implications. Art is a civilizing in¬ 
fluence: through comedy it helps us to jettison the assertive emotions: 
through tragedy it fosters the integrative emotions; it teaches us to live 
together; and through its cathartic effects it helps the individual to endure 
what is otherwise without remedy. 

2 Insight and Outlook , pp. 69-70. 

3 Insight and Outlook , p. 241. 

4 Insight and Outlook , p. 277. 
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The experience of tragedy is of special therapeutic value for mod¬ 
em man, who is confined “to the arid plane of associative routine,” the 
plane of the trivial. His contacts with tragic reality are so infrequent that, 
“instead of eliciting original adjustments, [they] throw him completely 
out of gear. . . . Routine has become man’s rusty armour which makes 
the living flesh rot underneath.” 5 Modern man, deadened as he is by “as¬ 
sociative routine,” stands in special need of viewing himself and his sit¬ 
uation “bisociatively.” He needs to have the trivial plane on which he 
lives intersected by the tragic plane. 

The prominence that Koestler gives to the self-transcending emo¬ 
tions renders his theory of literature strongly reminiscent of that of 18th- 
century aesthcticians like Shaftesbury and Lord Karnes who emphasize 
sympathy. 6 Koestler’s tone is, of course, quite different: he levies upon 
modern biological and neurological research for evidence, pointing to 
the basic tendency toward integration in even the most primitive organ¬ 
isms. But his stress upon the affective and his assumption that the great¬ 
est and most valuable art civilizes man by extending his sympathies con¬ 
nect him unmistakably with figures like Shaftesbury. Like the 18th-cen¬ 
tury aestheticians, Koestler holds what is ultimately an optimistic view 
of man and his arts. The self-transcending emotions, even though they 
are connected with “ ‘depersonalization’ of consciousness,” or with “the 
self becoming dissolved” or with Freud’s “oceanic feeling,” are not con¬ 
nected with Freud’s death-instinct. 7 That, Koestler dismisses as having no 
biological foundation. “. . . biologically Freud’s death-and-destrucrion 
drive is a myth—the only one,” Koestler somewhat startlingly avers, 
“which his myth-destroying genius embodied into his system.” 8 Culti¬ 
vation of self-transcendence points, then, not toward death but toward 
the road of evolution and human progress. 

A number of tendencies that have developed through the last 
seventy-five years seem to culminate in Koestler’s Insight and Outlook: 
the stress upon conflict, upon tension, and upon the quality of emotional 
charge; the drawing together of comedy and tragedy, and their subsump¬ 
tion—along with aesthetic illusion and the “eureka” process—under one 
pattern, a pattern of bifurcation, of resistances acknowledged but 
transcended. 

Koestler’s is an ambitious, and in its promise of neat unification, an 
attractive scheme. That tragedy and comedy do make use of the same 
general intellectual frame-work—the same “intellectual geometry,” in 

5 Insight and Outlook , p. 379. 

0 Cf. ante Chapter 14. 

7 Koestler writes (p. 216) that the “pessimistic, antihumanistic bias” in Freud’s 
system may have been determined by “Freud’s life-long work on neurotic patients 
with infantile fixations and regressive tendencies, against the background of the de¬ 
caying civilization of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.” 

8 Insight and Outlook , p. 153. 
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Koestlcr’s phrase—may perhaps without too much difficulty be con¬ 
ceded. But the concession tends to throw great weight upon the charac¬ 
ter of the “emotional charge” in a literary work: for the quality of that 
charge would seem to be the sole means left by which one may differ¬ 
entiate comedy and tragedy. Thus there are difficulties. How one can 
alter an emotional charge without also altering the “cognitive layout” 
may not be altogether apparent. We have already noted Kocstler’s claim 
that Oedipus Rex could be transformed into a French farce without 
tampering with the cognitive layout. But Koestlcr hardly tells us how we 
can know that Oedipus is a tragic hero and not a “prize fool” apart from 
what Oedipus says and does—apart, that is, from the action of the play. 
Koestler takes it for granted that the author could manipulate the read¬ 
er’s attitude toward a character without at the same time altering the 
presentation of the character. There is ohviously some loose and easy 
sense in which an author can do this; otherwise it would not be possible 
to produce parodies and ironic paraphrases. But Koestler seems to com¬ 
mit himself to a more questionable proposition—namely, that the emo¬ 
tional charge can in fact be quite sharply and cleanly separated from the 
cognitive “layout.” He says flatly that “other attitudes can be produced 
[by] altering the stimulus ... in such a way that its cognitive aspect or 
ground plan remains unchanged while its emotion-evoking aspects are 
altered,” 9 and he goes on to say that his distinction between the “cogni¬ 
tive aspect” and the “emotion-evoking aspects” corresponds to the dis¬ 
tinction made in The Meaning of Meaning 1 by C. K. Ogden and I. A. 
Richards between “two uses of language,” the referential and the emo¬ 
tive. 

This distinction between the referential and the emotive does play 
an important part in the theorizing of some of the critics to be discussed 
in a later chapter.-Ogden and Richards, like Koestler, are conversant with 
modern psychology, and again, like him, their theories show a strong af¬ 
fective bias. But just because they arc less ambitious to subsume so many 
various workings of the mind under one pattern, they will provide us 
with a more specifically literary focus for our examination of the prob¬ 
lem. 


SUPPLEMENT 

Thus Satan’s character, as Milton presents it, cannot but inspire feelings of 
sympathy and admiration. The traditional motive of Satan’s fall was pride. 
Milton had then to describe the pride of Satan. But, as we have seen, pride 
0 Insight and Outlook , p. 240. 

1 The Meaning of Meaning: a Study of the Influence of Language upon Thought 
and of the Science of Sytnbolism (London, 1923). 
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was the ruling passion in his own soul. Consequently, the character of Satan 
is drawn with a power unique in literature. In reality, Milton pours out his 
own feelings. Satan’s first speeches are pure Miltonic lyricism. 

—Denis Saurat, Milton: Man and Thinker (New York, 1925), p. 214 

. . . any real exposition of the Satanic character and the Satanic predicament 
is likely to provoke the question “Do you, then, regard Paradise Lost as a 
comic poem?” To this I answer, No; but only those will fully understand it 
who see that it might have been a comic poem. Milton has chosen to treat 
the Satanic predicament in the epic form and has therefore subordinated the 
absurdity of Satan to the misery which he suffers and inflicts. Another author, 
Meredith, has treated it as comedy with consequent subordination of its tragic 
elements. But The Egoist remains, none the less, a pendant to Paradise Lost , 
and just as Meredith cannot exclude all pathos from Sir Willoughby, so Milton 
cannot exclude all absurdity from Satan, and does not even wish to do so. 
That is the explanation of the Divine laughter in Paradise Lost which has of¬ 
fended some readers. There is a real offence in it because Milton has impru¬ 
dently made his Divine Persons so anthropomorphic that their laughter arouses 
legitimately hostile reactions in us—as though we were dealing with an ordinary 
conflict of wills in which the winner ought not to ridicule the loser. But it is 
a mistake to demand that Satan, any more than Sir Willoughby, should be 
able to rant and posture through the whole universe without, sooner or later, 
awaking the comic spirit. The whole nature of reality would have to be al¬ 
tered in order to give him such immunity, and it is not alterable. At that pre¬ 
cise point where Satan or Sir Willoughby meets something real, laughter must 
arise, just as steam must when water meets fire. And no one was less likely 
than Milton to be ignorant of this necessity. We know from his prose works 
that he believed everything detestable to be, in the long run, also ridiculous; 
and mere Christianity commits every Christian to believing that “the Devil 
is (in the long run) an ass.” 

—C. S. Lewis, A Preface to Paradise Lost (Oxford, 1942), pp. 92-3, by 

permission of Oxford University Press, Inc. 

A serious analysis of literary art [such as this] with only an occasional, passing 
mention of Shakespeare may have seemed to many readers a curious innova¬ 
tion. The reason for it, however, is simple enough, and has been suggested 
above: Shakespeare is essentially a dramatist, and drama is not, in the strict 
sense, “literature.” 

Yet it is a poetic art, because it creates the primary illusion of all poetry 
—virtual history. Its substance is an image of human life—ends, means, gains 
and losses, fulfillment and decline and death. It is a fabric of illusory experi¬ 
ence, and that is the essential product of poesis. But drama is not merely a 
distinct literary form; it is a special poetic mode, as different from genuine 
literature as sculpture from pictorial art, or either of these from architecture. 
That is to say, it makes its own basic abstraction, which gives it a way of its 
own in making the semblance of history. 

Literature projects the image of life in the mode of virtual memory; lan- 
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guage is its essential material; the sound and meaning of words, their familiar 
or unusual use and order, even their presentation on the printed page, create 
the illusion of life as a realm of events—completed, lived, as words formulate 
them—events that compose a Past. But Drama presents the poetic illusion 
in a different light: not finished realities, or “events,” but immediate, visible 
responses of human beings, make its semblance of life. Its basic abstraction is 
the act, which springs from the past, but is directed toward the future, and is 
always great with things to come. 

—Susanne K. Langer, Feeling and Form (New York, 1953), p- 3°^- ^ e “ 
printed by permission of Charles Scribner’s Sons. 

I have gone into this scene [I, v of Hamlet'] at some length, since 
it illustrates so perfectly the relationship between psychology and form, and 
so aptly indicates how the one is to be defined in terms of the other. That is, 
the psychology here is not the psychology of the hero, but the psychology 
of the audience . And by that distinction, form would be the psychology of the 
audience. Or, seen from another angle, form is the creation of an appetite in 
the mind of the auditor, and the adequate satisfying of that appetite. This 
satisfaction—so complicated is the human mechanism—at times involves a tem¬ 
porary set of frustrations, but in the end these frustrations prove to be simply 
a more involved kind of satisfaction, and furthermore serve to make the 
satisfaction of fulfilment more intense. If, in a work of art, the poet says some¬ 
thing, let us say, about a meeting, writes in such a way that we desire to ob¬ 
serve that meeting, and then, if he places that meeting before us—that is form. 
While obviously, that is also the psychology of the audience, since it involves 
desires and their appeasements. 

—Kenneth Burke, Counter Statement (New York, 1931), p. 40; a ^ s0 
Hermes Publications, 1953, PP- 30-1. By permission of the author. 

If the difference between tragedy and comedy is a difference between the 
emotions they express, it is not a difference that can be present to the artist’s 
mind when he is beginning his work; if it were, he would know what emotion 
he was going to express before he had expressed it. No artist, therefore, so 
far as he is an artist proper, can set out to write a comedy, a tragedy, an elegy, 
or the like. So far as he is an artist proper, he is just as likely to write any one 
of these as any other; which is the truth that Socrates was heard expounding 
towards the dawn, among the sleeping figures in Agathon’s dining room. 

—R. G. Collingwood, The Prbiciples of Art (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1938), p. 116, by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc. 
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T he doctrine that words create knowledge is a part of the 
romantic theory of the imagination. Coleridge, for example, con¬ 
stantly verges upon such a conception in his speculations upon po¬ 
etry as a way of mediating between the subject and the object. In a let¬ 
ter to William Godwin (22 September 1800) he writes: 

I wish you to write a book on the power of the words. ... is 
Thinking impossible without arbitrary signs? And how far is the 
word “arbitrary” a misnomer? Are not words, etc., parts and 
germinations of the plant? And what is the law of their growth? 

In something of this sort I would endeavour to destroy the old 
antithesis of Words and Things; elevating, as it were, Words into 
Things and living things too. 1 

Many of the more recent developments in literary theory can be 
read as attempted answers to the questions which Coleridge puts here to 
Godwin. Present-day philosophers like Croce, R. G. Collingwood, Ernst 
Cassirer, and Susanne Langcr have concerned themselves with the laws 
that govern the growth of words and may indeed be said to have gone 
far to destroy the old antithesis between words and things. Even a the¬ 
orist like I. A. Richards, who began with the thesis that words were ar¬ 
bitrary signs, in the course of time proceeded toward a correction and 
modification of that thesis, and in doing so came to argue for a much 
more organic conception of words, finally arriving at the view that real¬ 
ity itself, as man can know it, is a symbolic construction: “the fabric of 
our meanings, which is the world,” is Richards’ way of putting it in 
1936. 2 Indeed, the tendency to treat words as things has in our time gone 
so far as to provoke vehement reactions. Thus, Allen Tate has denounced 
the 


belief that language itself can be reality, or by incantation can 
create a reality: a superstition that comes down in French from 
Lautreamont, Rimbaud, and Mallarme to the Surrealists, and in 
English to Hart Crane, Wallace Stevens, and Dylan Thomas. 3 

In Tate’s list, the preponderance of French and American names is sig¬ 
nificant. Though Coleridge prophetically raised the right questions and 


1 Unpublished Letters of S . T. Coleridge , ed. E. L. Griggs (London, 1932); I» 
155-6. A few years later Lord Byron voiced much the same aspiration in his Childe 
Harold . 


I do believe, 

Though I have found them not, that there may be 
Words which are things. 


—Canto III, stanza CXIV 


2 Cf. post Chapter 28. 

* The Forlorn Demon (Chicago, 1953), p. 61. 
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even implied some of the answers later to be proposed by the symbolist 
theoreticians, the most direct line of development does lead through 
French and American thinkers. Coleridge’s American followers, more 
nearly than his English, entered into direct engagement of the problem of 
symbolic form. We refer to the American Transcendentalists, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, H. D. Thoreau, and Herman Melville. 


II 

In his essay entitled “The Poet” (1844) Emerson boldly pronounced 
“Words and deeds” to be “quite indifferent modes of the divine energy. 
Words are also actions, and actions are a kind of words .” 4 The poet is 
not to be sharply set apart from the “practical” man; nor is his work to 
be thought of as artful in some sense that cuts it off from nature and the 
natural. “. . . the poet names the thing because he sees it, or comes one 
step nearer to it than any other. This expression or naming is not art, but 
a second nature, grown out of the first, as a leaf out of a tree.” 5 The last 
phrase echoes the metaphor that Coleridge used in his letter to Godwin, 
and to something like Coleridge’s purpose. Emerson is insisting that ver¬ 
bal expression is not a wilful and arbitrary thing—as Coleridge put it else¬ 
where, not “a pure work of the will”—but natural and organic as the 
growth of the leaf is organic. 

We are not to take too seriously, of course, such parallels of phras¬ 
ing between Emerson and Coleridge. They may be accidental, and the 
reader in any case soon learns not to put too much -reliance upon the 
letter of the somewhat rhapsodic language in which Emerson habitually 
expressed himself. Yet there can be no doubt that Emerson has to be ac¬ 
counted one of the forerunners of the conception of literature as sym¬ 
bolic form. 0 

Emerson drew upon Coleridge’s sources in neo-Platonism and Ger¬ 
man idealistic philosophy, and, of course, he drew directly upon Cole¬ 
ridge himself. But he was apparently affected even more deeply than was 
Coleridge by a sense of crisis in the problem of knowledge. He was sen¬ 
sitized to feel that problem by a number of circumstances—his provin¬ 
cialism, his lack of a rich and sustaining tradition, his “innocence,” and 
his relatively slight interest in aesthetic forms as such. 

The old rationalism in which Emerson had been brought up had 
been routed. The Cartesian dualism between the objects of the world and 
the spirit which thought about them had suddenly collapsed. Kant had 

4 Works (Fireside Edition, Boston and New York, 1909), 111 , 14. 

5 Works , III, 26. 

0 Sec the convincing argument made by Charles Fcidelson, Jr M in Symbolism and 
American Literature (Chicago, published by The University of Chicago Press, 1953- 
And copyright 1953 by the University of Chicago.) See especially pp. ii 9 - 35 * 
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asserted that the mind was no tabula rasa on which external object? 
scratched their impressions: the mind was an active force, which, by its 
own forms, moulded our conceptions of reality. Emerson and the other 
intellectual leaders of his culture, starved after two hundred years of the 
Puritanic attenuation of symbolism and already more than vaguely dis¬ 
satisfied with abstractions, were ripe for the discovery that the mind was 
a transcendental force. 7 

But Emerson was not a thinker systematic enough to work out the 
implications of the position, either for philosophy or for literary criti¬ 
cism. The fact of the mind’s transcendence remained for him a kind of 
overpowering insight to which he recurred in endless variations in his 
rather high-pitched and evangelistic essays. Emerson wins his victories of 
reconciliation over the contradictions of experience a shade too easily. 
William Butler Yeats might have said of Emerson, as he did say of 
Shelley, that he lacked the vision of evil. One remembers Carlyle’s com¬ 
plaint to Emerson that he took “so little heed of the ‘frightful quantities 
of jriction and perverse impediment there everywhere are; the reflections 
upon which in my own poor life made me now and then very sad, as I 
read you.” 8 Emerson reminds one of the protagonist in The Waste Land, 
whose eyes failed him at the vision in the hyacinth garden, and who was 
neither living nor dead, “Looking into the heart of light, the silence.” 
Emerson’s vision of the poem fails under excess of light: he sees little 
more in any poem than the scintillant fact that it is a poem—no mere 
shadow of external objects and no mere subjective fancy, but a coales¬ 
cence of man with nature in a union that guarantees the participation of 
both man and nature in something transcendental. 

For Emerson the poetic vision, we may say, is a kind of universal 
solvent: it brings the most refractory and stubbornly contradictory 
things into unity. Or, as he put it himself in “The Poet,” the poet ren¬ 
ders the whole realm of phenomena transparent: 

As the eyes of Lyncams were said to see through the earth, so 
the poet turns the world to glass, and shows us all things in their 
right series and procession. For through that better perception 
he stands one step nearer to things, and sees the flowing or met¬ 
amorphosis; perceives that thought is multiform . . . and fol¬ 
lowing with his eyes the life, uses the forms that express that 
life, and so his speech flows with the flowing of nature. 9 

The difficulty of turning the world to glass, however, is that a really 
.transparent world would be quite invisible. Wishing to see everything, 

7 Symbolism and American Literature , p. 129. 

* Carlyle to Emerson, April 6, 1870. The Correspondence of Carlyle and 
Emerson (Boston, 1894), II, 360-1. 

9 “The Poet,” Works, III, 25. 
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we should actually see nothing. It would be unfair to the spirit of his es¬ 
say to bind Emerson rigidly by the terms of his own metaphor. The fact 
of some transparency—“We are symbols and inhabit symbols,” 1 he says 
in the same essay—is evidently all that Emerson really meant to claim. 
Yet the passage quoted does fairly suggest the weakness in Emerson s 
conception, and it points to a problem that any thoroughgoing system 
of symbolism has to face: if there are no fixities and definites at all but 
only symbolic fluidity, then there would appear to be some danger that 
everything will disappear into froth and bubbles. 

Such is the characteristic weakness of the poetic performance of 
Walt Whitman, the poet upon whom Emerson’s transcendental theory 
registered with most emphatic force. In Whitman’s Song of Myself the 
poet and the universe about him merge so effortlessly that the poem 
threatens to collapse into tautology. The poet discovers with a kind of 
jaunty wonder that he is a part of nature and indeed is not to be separated 
from all those things ordinarily thought of as external to man: 

I find I incorporate gneiss, long-threaded moss, fruits, 
grains, esculent roots, 

And am stucco’d with quadrupeds and birds all over. . . . 

The typical problem raised by Herman Melville’s work, however, 
is not that of too casv reconciliation. With Melville the question is rather 
whether there is any reconciliation at all. Even more than Emerson, Mel¬ 
ville was shaken by the crisis in epistemology. And Melville possessed 
the vision of evil. That the universe was not merely an external and me¬ 
chanical framework, but was plastic, “organic,” and alive was for Mel¬ 
ville something more than an innocently exhilarating discovery. The dis¬ 
covery also held an clement of terror, for the evil in the world was not 
thereby canceled; indeed, it was rendered more deeply and ineradi- 
cably alive. Moreover, to a mind desperate for truth, the very ambi¬ 
guity of the universe was horrible. 

The heroes of Melville’s novels are all concerned with the problem 
of knowledge. Each of them asks whether we can truly know anything, 
or whether we are not actually caught in a quicksand of our own 
dreams and imaginative projections, a quicksand into which our strug¬ 
gles to reach objective truth can only mire us deeper. In his masterpiece, 
Moby Dick (1851), Melville frankly accepted a “methodological para¬ 
dox.” That is, he accepted the fact that although the “realm of signifi¬ 
cance” would seem to deny “the dual reality of subject and object,” yet 
in fact the realm of significance rises from and returns to that duality. 
The realm of significance is allowed to do so in this novel, for example, 
the whale is “simultaneously the most solid of physical things and the most 

1 Works, III, 24. 
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meaningful of symbols.” 2 But in Melville’s later novels, the objects are 
hazy and the heroes become more and more involved in a frustrating 
struggle with shadows. The failure of Melville’s novel Pierre: or The 
Ambiguities (1852) may be imputed to Melville’s having become “con¬ 
temptuous of literary form in general.” Melville as author “suspects from 
the beginning what his hero discovers in the end, that all literature is 
meretricious.” 3 

He reached not only a personal, but also a technical, impasse. 

The logic of his career was the logic of his aesthetic premises; 
his concept of artistic truth was calculated to lead him into a 
skepticism of art. 4 

Something of the sort seems to have happened to another extreme pro¬ 
ponent of symbolist theory, the French poet Arthur Rimbaud. After 
publishing Uiie Saison en Evfer , Rimbaud apparently came to an im¬ 
passe, burned his manuscripts, and left Europe to become an ivory- 
trader and gun-runner in Abyssinia. 5 


Ill 

There are good reasons for grouping Edgar Allan Poe with the Tran- 
scendentalists, who were, of course, his contemporaries and fellow-coun¬ 
trymen. Poe, to be sure, had some sharp things to say on the topic of 
Emerson’s obscurantism, and he deplored the general bias of New Eng¬ 
landers toward the allegorical and toward the didactic. “We Americans 
especially,” he writes, “have patronised [the heresy of the Didactic |; 
and we Bostonians, very especially, have developed it in full.” 0 But 
Poe’s literary theorizing was in general derived from the same sources 
as those of the Transcendcntalists. 

What sets Poe apart from the Transcendcntalists is his special aes¬ 
theticism, aspects of which have already been discussed in our chapter 
on “Art for Art’s Sake.” 7 By contrast w ith Emerson’s attitude toward 
poetry, Poe’s is technical and “professional.” Poe envisages the poet not 
as that vague and splendidly democratic creature, “man speaking,” but 
as a craftsman who brings his intelligence fully, and even coldly,- to 
bear upon the problem of organizing words into specific literary struc- 

2 Symbolism ami American Literature , p. 184. 

2 Symbolism ami American Literature , p. 201. 

4 Symbolism ami American Literature , p. 164. 

5 F.nid Starkic in her study, Arthur Rimbaud (New York, 1947), p. 294, offers 
among other conjectures, the suggestion that “perhaps [Rimbaud's! new form of 
poctrv led him to a dead end. . . 

0 “The Poetic Principle;* Complete Works , cd. J. A. Harrison (New York, 

1902), XIV, 271. 

• Cf. ante Chapter 22. 
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tures. Poe was prepared to take quite literally Miltons compliment to 
Lycidas on his knowledge of how “to build the lofty rhyme. A poem 
had an architecture and it was well built or ill built. Its shape ought 
not to be a matter of “accident or intuition but ought to re\ cal at 
least in the ideal case—“the precision and rigid consequence of a mathe¬ 
matical problem.” 8 This aspect of Poe’s criticism was to prove, as we 
shall see, most attractive to Baudelaire and the other French symbolist 
poets. For them it evidently constituted a special way of focusing upon 
the pure lyric intensity that Poe argued was the essence of poetry. 

There could be no such thing as a long poem. That phrase, Poe 
confidently declared, was “simply a flat contradiction in terms. The 
“degree of excitement” which entitles one to use the term “poem” sim¬ 
ply cannot be sustained throughout a long work, for all such excite¬ 
ments are “through a psychal necessity, transient.” 9 This stress upon 
lyric intensity implied a special kind of subject matter and a special 
kind of form. The subject matter must be an experience of peculiar 
intensity. The form must be purely functional, with all that is non¬ 
functional—all that is merely “prose” connective tissue—eliminated. In 
short a poem should have the intensity that one finds in a waking dream 
and its elements should contain as little “inert” matter as the notes of a 
musical composition. It is “in Music, perhaps,” Poe writes, “that the 
soul most nearly attains . . . the creation of supernal Beauty.” 1 

Thus dream and music were used by Poe to suggest the special 
kinds of purity that he demanded of poetry, and this analogizing of 
poetry to dream and to music was to run all the way through the specu¬ 
lations of the French symbolists. Poe refers in his Marginalia to “points 
of time w here the confines of the waking world blend with those of 
the world of dreams.” 2 Nearly a century later, Poe’s very phrasing re¬ 
turns to us in a passage of one of VV. B. Yeats’s last poems, referring to 

. . . forms that are or seem 
When sleepers w'ake and yet still dream. 

And when it’s vanished still declare. 

With only bed and bedstead there, 

That heavens had opened.'* 

This indeed would be to catch a glimpse of the supernal beauty; and 
if the modern poet’s almost aggressive insistence upon the domestic re¬ 
alism of the bedroom furniture seems oddly out of key with the ornate 
and mannered Gothic decor that Poe usually provides as the setting for 

8 “The Philosophy of Composition,” Works, XIV, 195. 

0 “The Poetic Principle” Works, XIV, 266. 

1<4 The Poetic Principle,” Works , XIV, 274. 

2 Works, XVI, 88. 

3 “Under Ben Bulbcn,” Collected Poems (New York, 1951), p. 343, by permis¬ 
sion of The Macmillan Company. 
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such experiences, the contrast itself makes a point: it testifies to the 
vitality of Poe’s key ideas and to their ability to suffer translation from 
one realm of sensibility to another. Yeats’s version of the waking dream, 
of course, reveals the impress of his own personality and also reflects 
the modifications the notion received in passing through the succession 
of French symbolists and then back into English again. Like most other 
British and American poets, Yeats accepted very little from Poe di¬ 
rectly. The poetry that enchanted Baudelaire left Yeats cold. He ob¬ 
served to a friend: “Analyse the Raven and you find that its subject 
is a commonplace and its execution a rhythmical trick. Its rhythm never 
lives for a moment, never once moves with an emotional life. The 
whole thing seems to me insincere and vulgar.” 1 

But upon Baudelaire Poe’s empurpled rhetoric registered with 
very different effect. In 1846 or 1847 Baudelaire read his first French 
translations of Poe, and felt immediately a powerful sense of spiritual 
kinship with the American poet. In an ecstasy of discovery, he took 
over Poe’s whole doctrine of pure poetry. The poet, Poe had said, had 
nothing to do with the good or the true, but only with the beautiful. 
His prime task was to “reach the Beauty above,” 5 of which the beauty 
of this world is a reflection. In Chapter 22 ante we have already con¬ 
sidered the implications of this statement for the doctrine of art for 
art’s sake. It remains to relate it more specifically to the theories of the 
French symbolists. 

To assert that the beauty of this world is but a “reflection” of a 
“Beauty above” is in itself to imply a symbolist aesthetic of sorts. But 
Poe makes it quite plain that we can attain to this eternal beauty—even 
if to no more than “a portion” of it—only by making use of “multiform 
combinations among the things and thoughts of Time.” c The general 
recipe is old enough: but in Poe’s formulation it is worth noting that 
“things and thoughts” arc made to lie down beside each other as if any 
invidious distinction between them had been obliterated. 

Poe’s “multiform combinations” finds its parallel and development 
in Baudelaire’s more celebrated “system of correspondences.” As Baude¬ 
laire wrote in 1859 in an article on Thcophile Gautier: “. . . it is our 
instinct for beauty which causes us to consider the earth and its visi- 
bilia . . • ‘comme unc correspondence du Ciel.’ ” 7 In Les Fleurs du Mai 

* The letter, dated 3 September 1899, is addressed to W. T. Horton. Sec The 
Letters of IF. B. Yeats, ed. Allan Wade (New York, 1955), p. 325. This and follow¬ 
ing passages from Yeats’s writings are reprinted by permission of The Macmillan 
Company. Aldous Huxley has some acute as well as amusing observations on the 
fact that French men of letters have so much admired Poe whereas English-speaking 
readers tend to find him vulgar. See his Vulgarity in Literature (London, 1930)* 
pn. 26-36. 

5 “The Poetic Principle,” Works , XIV, 273. 

cu The Poetic Principle,” Works, XIV, 274. 

7 Guy Michaud, Message Poctiquc du Syvibolisme (Paris, 1947, 3 vols.), I, 70. 
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(1857), Baudelaire expresses this conception in a sonnet entitled “ Cor - 
rcspondanccs where all nature is viewed as a temple, a natural temple 
whose living pillars arc the trees. As the wind blows through these 
“forests of symbols,” confused words are now and then breathed forth. 
The poet, because of his special endowment, is able to apprehend these 
words, for in all things there is a symbolic sense and every object in 
nature has its special connection with a spiritual reality. 8 

The correspondences arc developed upon several planes. The poet 
asserts that there arc equivalences among the data of the various senses 
sounds, colors, odors. (“Les parfums , les coulcurs , et les sons se repon- 
dent .”) And he speaks of perfumes “fresh as a child’s skin, sweet as oboes, 
green as meadows.” 

In the second place, 

Since sensuous data can have “the expansion of infinite things,’ 
it follows that a desire, a regret, a thought—things of the mind 
—can awaken a corresponding symbol in the world of images 
(and vice versa). . . . From the world of the senses the poet 
takes the material in which to forge a symbolic vision of him¬ 
self or of his dream; what he asks of the world of the senses 
is that it give him the means of expressing his soul. 9 

The neo-Platonic flavor of this conception of poetry is sufficiently 
evident. In Baudelaire’s poetry, this general idealistic tendency reinforces, 
and is reinforced by, special tendencies toward the irrational and the 
occult. But Baudelaire showed himself the true disciple of Poe 1 in re¬ 
fusing to be guided by instinct alone. He believed in method; he could 
even refer to inspiration as “the reward of daily effort.” He classed him¬ 
self among those artists who attempt to “discover the obscure laws by 
virtue of which they have created, and to draw from this study a num¬ 
ber of precepts whose divine goal is the infallibility of poetic produc¬ 
tion.” 2 


IV 

Preoccupation with method was, however, far more than with Baude¬ 
laire the special concern of Stephane Mallarme. Mallarme took very 

8 Baudelaire’s theory of correspondences also derives in part from the notions of 
the Swedish mystic, Emanuel Swedenborg. In his article on Victor Hugo (1861), 
Baudelaire writes: “Moreover Swedenborg . . . has already taught us . . . that 
everything, form, motion, number, color, scents, in the spiritual as well as in the 
natural realm, is significant, reciprocal, converse, corresponding. . . .” See Guy 
Michaud, La Doctrine Symboliste: Documents (Paris, 1947)1 P- 22. 

9 Marcel Raymond, From Baudelaire to Surrealistn (Paris, 1933. revised 1940); 
translated into English by “G.M.” Documents of Modem Art Vol. 10 , New York: 
George Wittenborn, Inc., 1949, p. 18. 

1 Cf. ante Chapter 22. 

2 In an article on Richard Wagner. See From Baudelaire to Surrealism , p. 21. 
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seriously Poe’s notion of a poem so carefully organized that it possessed 
“the precision and rigid consequence of a mathematical problem.” One 
finds Mallarme writing such a passage as the following: 

The further I go, the more faithful I shall be to those severe ideas 
which my great master, Edgar Poe, has bequeathed me. The 
wonderful poem The Raven was conceived thus, and the soul 
of the reader enjoys exactly what the poet wanted it to en¬ 
joy. 8 

During the 1870’s and the 1880’s, Mallarme came to be regarded 
as the saint and sage of the symbolist movement. He was not a popular 
poet; he published little; but his Tuesday receptions at which he talked 
with his friends about poetry became an institution. To his house 
there came not only the French poets and critics of the period, but 
writers in English such as Oscar Wilde, Arthur Symons, George Moore, 
and W. B. Yeats. With Mallarme, the cultivation of poetry went far 
toward becoming a ritual and a cult. It also went farthest toward becom¬ 
ing an enterprise engaging all the powers of the mind—not a matter of 
blind inspiration or of sudden and inexplicable visitations by the Muse, 
but a problem of craftsmanship and of philosophical theorizing. It is to 
Mallarme that one turns, incidentally, for what is probably the most 
celebrated observation about symbolic methods. In 1891 he wrote: 

... the Parnassians, for their part, take the thing as a whole 
and show it; that’s where they are deficient in mystery. They 
deprive the mind of the delicious joy of believing that it is cre¬ 
ating. To name an object is to do away with three-quarters of 
the enjoyment of the poem which is derived from the satisfac¬ 
tion of guessing little by little; to suggest it, that is the illusion. 

It is the perfect handling of the mystery that constitutes the sym¬ 
bol: to evoke an object little by little in order to show a state 
of mind or inversely to choose an object and to disengage from 
it a state of mind, by a series of unriddlings. 4 

Someone has described Mallarme’s characteristic poetic activity as 
that of trying to refine and purify any object or event to the “Platonic 
idea” of that object or event. There was in him a compulsion to reduce 
to essences,by removing the accidental and adventitious. Mallarm6 was 
concerned that nothing in the poem be the effect of mere chance, that 
the articulation of every part with every other part should be complete, 
# Message Foetique du Sytnbolisme , I, 165. 

4 Reponse d une Enqucte (1891), quoted in La Doctrine Syvtboliste: Docu¬ 
ments, p. 74. Mallarme’s reference to the “delicious joy” that the mind experiences 
in “believing that it is creating'* recalls Coleridge’s remark that the reader feels 
Shakespeare to be a poet “inasmuch as for a time he has made you one—an active 
creative being.” For more recent instances of this view, see post Chapter 28. 
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each part implying every other part, and that the meaning of the poem 
should be inseparable from its formal structure. In the Mallarmean poem 
the words acquire something of the bulk and density of things; the 
poem is treated almost as if it were a plastic object with weight and 
solidity and with even a certain opacity. For the words arc not signs , 
transparently redacting ideas. Instead they have acquired something like 
bulk and mass. The poems have become little mysterious worlds whose 
meaning is to be read with only somewhat less difficulty than the mean¬ 
ing of the great world of which the poems are in a sense analogical 
copies. 

Words for Mallarme were then much more than signs. Used evoca¬ 
tively and ritualistically, they are the means by which we are inducted 
into an ideal world. “Poetry is,” as Mallarme defined it in 1886, “the 
expression by means of human language restored to its essential rhythm, 
of the mysterious sense of the aspects of existence: it endows our sojourn 
with authenticity and constitutes the sole spiritual task.” 5 

V 

The main line of succession of the French symbolist movement, it is 
generally agreed, runs from Baudelaire to Mallarme and thence to Paul 
Valery. 0 But before taking up Valery, it will be useful to examine briefly 
two important side developments. The first of these has to do with the 
career of Paul Verlaine. We have already had occasion to cite Poe’s 
observation that it is in music that the soul most “nearly attains . . . 
the creation of supernal Beauty.” The symbolist movement may be de¬ 
scribed as the effort to bring poetry to the condition of music—indeed 
Valery did so describe it in 1926. Mallarmc’s poetry is clearly musical 
in this sense, words being organized and orchestrated almost as if they 
were musical notes. But Verlaine’s poetry is “musical” in a more direct 
and literal sense. In his poetry, the words tend to be emptied of their 
intellectual content. As Michaud puts it, in Verlaine’s poetry “the lan¬ 
guage is vaporized and is reabsorbed into the melody.” * Raymond says 
of Verlaine that he was “born to bring to its perfection the intimate 
and sentimental lyricism founded by Marceline Desbordcs-Valmore and 
Lamartine.” 8 Verlaine represents a temperament, a mood, rather than a 
technique. It will be more accurate to call his poetry impressionistic 
than to call it symbolist. 

Yet if Verlaine has to be excluded from the circle of genuine sym¬ 
bolist poets, he had, nevertheless, much to do w f ith bringing symbolism 

5 Message Poctique du Symbolisvie , II, 321. 

G See, for instance, From Baudelaire to Surrealism , p. 5. 

7 Message Poctique du Syvibolistne, I, 123. 

8 From Baudelaire to Surrealism, p. 22. 
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to public notice. In 1884 Verlaine published his Les Poetes Maudits. 
The ‘‘accurst” poets discussed were Mallarme, Tristan Corbiere, and 
Arthur Rimbaud. It is easy to see why Verlaine applied the adjective 
to Corbiere and Rimbaud, poets clearly repulsed by the society in which 
they lived; it is less easy to see how it applies to Mallarme, and a recent 
writer on Mallarme doubts whether Verlaine ever understood Mallarme’s 
poetry “in any profound way.” 0 

The case of Verlaine provides an opportunity to render more pre¬ 
cise the sense in which symbolist poetry may be said to be “musical”; 
that of Rimbaud allows one to develop a little further the sense in 
which the symbolist poet may be said to give over the initiative to the 
words themselves. Mallarme, though he may be said to have given words 
their heads, 1 never, as the Surrealists were to do later, dropped the reins 
completely, abandoning the poem to the latent energies of language. 
Whether Rimbaud may be fairly said to have “abandoned” all conscious 
control is debatable; but Rimbaud is clearly a precursor of Surrealism. 
He deliberately cultivated the unconventional and the irrational. 

In Rimbaud’s conception, the poet is essentially a voyant , a seer. 
He applauded, as the “first voyant,” Baudelaire, that “King of poets, a 
real God,” even though he lamented the fact that Baudelaire lived in 
“too artistic a milieiC ’ and encumbered himself with old literary forms. 2 
For the new discoveries demanded new forms. The voyant perceives those 
images that the unconscious reveals only fitfully and accidentally to the 
ordinary man. Rimbaud’s poetry was to be the systematic exploitation 
of such images. To this end the poet would make use of drugs, alcohol, 
debauchery—anything that broke down the control of reason and freed 
the faculties from their ordinary inhibitions. Rimbaud’s famous recipe 
for the poet’s activity reads thus: “The poet makes himself voyant by 
a long, vast, reasoned derangement of all the senses” ( Lettres du Voyant , 
1871). 3 


VI 


Verlaine, as we have seen, called Rimbaud and Mallarme “poetes 
maudits” and himself gloried in the term decadent . Thcophile Gau- 


0 Wallace Fowlie, Mallarme (Chicago, 1953. Copyright [1953] by the University 
of Chicago). Fowlie goes on to say (p. 255): “The essay on Mallarme was Verlaine’s 
opportunity to cast opprobrium on those critics and readers who had considered him 
insane and ridiculous. Although Mallarme’s personal life would never place him with 
Poe, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and Verlaine himself, his fate as poet was that of revolu¬ 
tionary, one cursed by the existing society.” 

1 “A pure work, Mallarme has written, gives over the initiative to the words 
themselves. The deliberate rhetoric of the poet disappears in them.”—Fowlie, Mai - 


larme^ p^ ^ ssa g e Poetique du Symbolisme , I, 138, and Starkie’s Rimbaud , p. 128. 
Srarkic. Rimbaud , p. 129. 
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tier had used decadent in his preface to Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mai , 
and Paul Bourget would call Baudelaire the “theoretician of decadence. 
The decadent was a seeker after rare sensation, a dandy, perhaps a roue, 
a cultivated dilettante, and, as one critic has phrased it, decadence came 
“to signify a kind of moral solitude of an artist, coupled with an ex¬ 
asperated and perverse form of mysticism.” 4 The fashion of decadence 
was a way of protecting oneself from bourgeois triviality and all the 
dullness of a world increasingly given over to industrialism. So de¬ 
fined, the term has pertinence for Rimbaud and Verlaine, but less for a 
poet like Mallarme.’ (Valery observes that although “Verlaine and Rim¬ 
baud continued Baudelaire in the order of sentiment and sensation, Mal- 
larmc carried his work forward in the province of perfection and poetic 
purity.”) 5 At any rate, in 1885 some of the younger decadent writers 
repudiated that term and chose to call themselves “symbolists.” The 
latter term certainly answered more nearly to the idealism of men like 
Mallarme and Valery, to their stress upon the intellectual construct, 
and above all to their attitude toward language. The symbolists, having 
discovered the non-notational aspect of language, proceed to explore the 
rich possibilities of intimation, suggestion, and all the other modes of 
linguistic indirection. Thus, one might attempt to summarize the history 
of the movement. 

But “symbolism” was a rather loose and vague term, as Valery him¬ 
self was well aware. It was used to cover various and sometimes con¬ 
flicting conceptions of poetry. What had been baptized Symbolism, 
Valery was to write in retrospect in 1920, is summed up simply in an 
“intention of several groups of poets (not always friendly to one an¬ 
other) to recover from music the heritage due to them.” 0 In music, 
there is no dross, no inert residue. Form and content coalesce. It was 
to this purified wholeness that symbolist poetry aspired. Valery remarks 
in his essay on Baudelaire that Poe 

understood that [poetry] could claim to realize its own object 
and produce itself, to some degree, in a pure state . 

Thus, by analysing the requirements of poetic delight and 
defining absolute poetry by exhaustion, Poe showed a way and 
taught a very strict and fascinating doctrine in which he united 
a sort of mathematics with a sort of mysticism. . . .* 

In Valery's own work this aspiration to absolute purity finally led 

4 Fowlic, Mallarme, p. 257. 

5 “The Position of Baudelaire” (first published m 1924)* Variety: Second Series, 
trans. W. A. Bradley (New York, 1938), p. 98- 

a Fowlic, Mallarme, p. 268. Valery's words are: u Ce qni fut baptise fo Sym¬ 
bol is7/ic, sc resume tres simplcmcnt dans Vintention conmmnc a pltisicurs fatnilles de 
poetes (d'ailleurs ennemies entre dies) de reprendre a la Musique four bien .” 

7 Variety: Second Scries, p. 92. 
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on past poetry, considered as a realized structure, to a preoccupation 
with the poetic activity as such. That is why Valery could say to his 
friend Andre Gide: “They take me for a poet! I don’t give a damn 
about poetry. It interests me only by a fluke. It is by accident that I 
have written verse. It has no importance for me.” 8 Poetry, that is, was 
interesting only in so far as one could make it an exercise in pure 
creation. Thus symbolist poetry at its apogee threatens to purify itself 
out of existence. If the pressure for pure meaning is pressed unremit¬ 
tingly, the poem is finally detached from reality and becomes knowl¬ 
edge of nothing! Valery’s poetic masterpiece, “Le Cimitiere Marin de¬ 
rives its power from a candidly tragic apprehension of some final di¬ 
chotomy between knowledge and life. It is the dichotomy tirelessly 
echoed, though of course with a different inflection, in the later poetry 
of William Butler Yeats: 

For wisdom is the property of the dead, 

A something incompatible with life. . . .° 

That symbolist poetry should, in its yearning for purity, extinguish it¬ 
self was much more than a merely academic possibility. Valery did re¬ 
main silent for some twenty years before he resumed the writing of 
poetry. We have already referred to Rimbaud’s abandonment of poetry 
in favor of a life of action in Africa. 

Any attempt to summarize symbolist doctrine exposes the vague¬ 
ness of the pronouncements of the various symbolists and critics, not 
to mention their frequent contradictions. One might be forgiven for 
coming to doubt whether the term “symbolism” has any specific mean¬ 
ing at all, and to conclude that it is, like the term “romanticism,” simply 
the name for a bundle of tendencies, not all of them very closely re¬ 
lated. A definition may be attempted as follows: 

Whether a real school of symbolism ever existed, remains a 
problem of speculation. . . . Each poet developed and repre¬ 
sented a single aspect of an aesthetic doctrine that was perhaps 
too vast for one historical group to incorporate. . . . But more 
than on any other article of belief, the symbolists united with 
Mallarmc in his statements about poetic language. The theory 
of the suggestiveness of words comes from a belief that a primi¬ 
tive language, half-forgotten, half-living, exists in each man. It 
is language possessing extraordinary affinities with music and 
dreams. 1 

This is a just appraisal; yet the phrasing, “primitive language, half- 
forgotten, half-living,” could be misleading to a modern reader. It could 

* Message Poetiqne du Symbolisme , III, 572. 

0 “Blood and the Moon,” Collected Poems , p. 234. 

1 Mallarmc , p. 264. 
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su ggest certain special developments of our own time which scarcely 
existed for Baudelaire and Mallarme and to which, as the context shows, 
the words do not refer: that is, the tremendous contemporary interest in 
the pre-logical and primitive mind, whether of children or savages or neu¬ 
rotics, and as treated typically in anthropology and in depth psychology. 
With this interest, there has arisen a powerful new interest in myth 
as a “primitive language, half-forgotten, half-living,” and there have been 
bold and sometimes extravagant speculations about the relation of myth 
to poetry. Such developments of symbolist and expressionist theory will 
be dealt with in a subsequent chapter. Suffice it to say that the French 
symbolists were interested in the magic of the Rosicrucians rather than 
that of the Trobriand Islanders, and in the ritual practices of the hereti¬ 
cal sects of the Middle Ages rather than in those of T:he present-day 
tribes of the Congo and Amazon. In short, their interests were “philo¬ 
sophical” rather than “psychological,” and “traditional” rather than “an¬ 
thropological.” 


VII 

Such also were the interests of the English-speaking poets and critics 
who were most powerfully influenced by the French symbolists, men 
like T. E. Hulme, Ezra Pound, and T. S. Eliot, whose ideas we shall 
consider in a later chapter, and even men like William Butler Yeats, 
whose attempt to construct a personal myth in A Vision (1925) might 
seem to argue a different concern. The affinities between Yeats and the 
French symbolists are numerous, and some of them have already been 
suggested by our recourse to Yeats in several earlier pages in order to 
illustrate symbolist ideas. Yet the direct influence of the French poets 
upon Yeats was slight. Though as early as 1894 Yeats took with him 
on a visit to Paris a letter of introduction to Mallarme, he seems to 
have learned about symbolist ideas largely from his friend Arthur Sy¬ 
mons, who dedicated to Yeats his Symbolist Movement in Literature 
(*899), A letter that he wrote many years later in 1937 indicates how 
slight the direct influence of Mallarme had been. Yeats writes that he 
has just been looking at 

Roger Fry’s translation of Mallarme. ... I find it exciting, as 
it shows me the road I and others of my time went for certain 
furlongs. It is not the way I go now, but one of the legitimate 
roads.” 

What Yeats learned from Symons about symbolism comes out most 
plainly in Yeats's essay on “The Symbolism of Poetry” (1900). He re- 
2 Written, May 4, to Dorothy Wellesley: sec Letters of W. B. Yeats , p. 887. 
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marks that the scientific movement had tended to bring into literature 
“externalities of all kinds,” and that as a consequence, literature had 
been in danger of losing itself in 

opinion, in declamation, in picturesque writing, in word-paint¬ 
ing, or in what Mr. Symons has called an attempt “to build 
in brick and mortar inside the covers of a book.” 3 4 

Now, however, “writers have begun to dwell upon the element of evo¬ 
cation, of suggestion.” Yeats asserts that “the substance of all style is 
a “continuous indefinable symbolism,” which he chooses to illustrate, 
not from one of the new writers, but from one of the 18th-century poets, 
Robert Bums. 

There are no lines [he writes] with more melancholy beauty 
than these by Burns— 

“The white moon is setting behind the white wave, 

And Time is setting with me, O!” 
and these lines are perfectly symbolical. Take from them the 
whiteness of the moon and of the wave, whose relation to the 
setting of Time is too subtle for the intellect, and you take 
from them their beauty. But, when all are together, moon and 
wave and whiteness and setting Time and the last melancholy 
cry, they evoke an emotion which cannot be evoked by any 
other arrangement of colours and sounds and forms. 1 

In the same essay Yeats writes that 

All sounds, all colours, all forms, cither because of their 
pre-ordained energies or because of long association, evoke in¬ 
definable and yet precise emotions, or, as I prefer to think, 
call down among us certain disembodied powers, whose foot¬ 
steps over our hearts we call emotions. 5 

Yeats’s deliberate invocation of some kind of supcrnaturalism bv refer¬ 
ences to “pre-ordained energies” and “disembodied powers” and the 
general glitter of his rhetoric should not be allowed to distract us from 
what is the central issue: though the emotions are “indefinable” yet 
they are nevertheless “precise.” That is, the fact that the emotions can¬ 
not be defined in logical and scientific terms does not in the least in¬ 
validate their claim to precision. 

A year later, in an essay entitled “Magic,” Yeats trailed his cloak 
even more vigorously in the face of the naturalist, flaunting his belief 

3 W. B. Yeats, Ideas of Good and Evil (London, 1903)1 P- 2 40, by permission of 
The Macmillan Company. 

4 Ideas of Good and Evil , pp. 241-2. 

6 Ideas of Good and Evil , p. 243. 
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in the “evocation of spirits” (though he was careful to acknowledge 
that he did “not know what they are”). He recorded in that essay his 
belief in three doctrines which have been, he declared, “the founda¬ 
tions of nearly all magical practices.” The doctrines were: 

(1) That the borders of our minds are ever shifting, and that 
many minds can flow into one another, as it were, and create 
or reveal a single mind, a single energy. 

(2) That the borders of our memories are as shifting, and that 
our memories are a part of one great memory, the memory of 
Nature herself. 

(3) That this great mind and great memory can be evoked by 
symbols. 0 

“To show that past times have believed as I do,” Yeats cites Joseph 
Glanvill’s story of the Scholar Gipsy, the story upon which Matthew 
Arnold founded his poem. Yeats seems to take the Scholar Gipsy’s 
powers quite literally; yet the context makes it plain that what interests 
him especially is what is summed up in the twicc-used phrase, “the 
power of imagination.” Yeats quotes the passage in which the Scholar 
Gipsy tells his Oxford friends that the gipsies 

he went with were not such impostors as they were taken for, 
but that they had a traditional kind of learning among them 
and could do wonders by the power of imagination. . . . The 
scholars . . . earnestly desired him to unriddle the mystery. In 
which he gave them satisfaction, by telling them that what he 
did was by the power of imagination, his phantasy leading 
theirs, . . , 7 

That power, Yeats declares, is alive today, and symbols are still the 
“greatest of all powers whether they are used consciously by the mas¬ 
ters of magic, or half unconsciously by their successors, the poet, the mu¬ 
sician and the artist.” 8 

The contrast with Arnold could hardly be more complete: the 
Scholar Gipsy, for the great Victorian critic, is obviously a fabulous 
creature, part of the folklore of a charmingly naive world toward which 
the sore-beset modem rationalist can turn back no more than a wistful 
glance. But for Yeats, the power of imagination possessed by the Gipsy 
is still valid and is to be claimed to its fullest extent. If to assert one’s 

0 Ideas of Good and Evil , p. 29. 

This conception of the great mind and the great memory sounds like an in¬ 
teresting anticipation of Carl Jung’s doctrine of the collective unconscious with its 
repository of archetypal images which on occasion can well up into individual minds. 
Jung stated his conception first in 1912. 

7 Ideas of Good and Evil , pp. 48-9. 

8 Ideas of Good and Evil , p. 64. 
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belief in this kind of power means to make claims for magic as such, 
Yeats will do so. But it is worth remarking that Yeats seems to swallow 
the magic for the sake of possessing the imagination and not the other 
way around. 

Our softening of Yeats’s assertions of a literal belief in magic may 
seem overconfident in view of his membership in organizations boasting 
such titles as the “Order of the Golden Dawn,” his association with 
Madame Blavatsky, and his lifelong interest in table-rapping, spirit me¬ 
diums, and clairvoyants. But these more lurid stageprops ought not to 
distract us from Yeats’s other interests—such as the philosophy of history 
as developed by Vico and Hegel and the epistemology of Plato and 
Plotinus and Bishop Berkeley. Even A Vision , that extravagant attempt 
to set forth a personal mythology, the substance of which Yeats claimed 
to have received from the “teaching spirits” through the mediumship 
of his wife, had an intellectual justification which Yeats could state in 
sober enough terms. Works like Berkeley’s Principles of Human Knowl¬ 
edge, Yeats wrote, might prove “to our logical capacity” that there is 
a “transcendental portion of our being that is timeless and spaceless,” 
and yet “our imagination [may] remain subjected to nature as before.” 
It was otherwise for the ancient philosopher, Yeats maintained, for he 
“had something to reinforce his thought,—the Gods, the Sacred Dead, 

< Egyptian Theurgy, the Priestess Diotime.” 0 A Vision was to furnish 
to the modem philosopher a like imaginative reinforcement. 

VIII 

All symbolist doctrines seem to rest either upon some kind of idealism 
or else to deny the dualism of ideality and materialism altogether by 
considering these opposed concepts to be abstractions out of a prior 
and deeper reality in which they lie undifferentiated. The latter alterna¬ 
tive has proved historically a difficult one to sustain. The position of 
those philosophers of symbolic form who, like Ernst Cassirer and Su- 
sanne Langer, seek to avoid moving into any kind of pure idealism, we 
shall discuss in a later chapter. Most symbolist poets and critics, in¬ 
cluding those already discussed in this chapter, tend to be rather pure 
idealists. And so did Yeats. 

In 1926 Yeats wrote to his friend Sturge Moore that because the 
“teaching spirits” had forbidden it, he did not read philosophy until 
he had completed A Vision . But then, he writes, “I read for months 
every day Plato and Plotinus. Then I started on Berkeley and Croce 
and Gentile.” 1 One of the topics canvassed at' length in this correspond- 

9 A Vision (London, 1925). PP- 251-2. 

1 IV. B. Yeats and T. Sturge Moore: their Correspondence , 1901-1 931 ^ ed. 
Ursula Bridge (Oxford University Press, Inc.: New York, 1953L P- 83. 
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ence (published 1953) has to do with the cat that John Ruskin was 
alleged to have picked up and thrown out of the window with the ex¬ 
planation that it was really a tempting demon. Yeats wanted to know 
on what basis, if any, the cat could be regarded as “unreal,” and specif¬ 
ically how Ruskin could have distinguished the demon cat from the 
house cat. His choice of the problem is significant. It provided him 
with an occasion to talk about the topics that had particularly engaged 
his interest as he read Plato, Berkeley, Kant, Hegel, and Croce. Some 
of his arguments turn out to be quite fantastic, but, as Yeats wrote to 
Moore, the “points most of my fantasies and extravagancies were meant 
to suggest are . . . that images of the mind and images of sense must 
have a common root . . . and that whatever their cause or substratum 
that substratum is not fixed at one spot in space.” 2 

In general Yeats was a good—if somewhat unconventional—Kant¬ 
ian. He termed “the vast Kantian argument” the “most powerful in 
philosophy.” From it there descended “two great streams of thought,” 
the “philosophy of will in Schopenhauer, Hartmann, Bergsen [sic], James, 
and that of knowledge in Hegel, Croce, Gentile, Bradley and the like.” 3 
Of these “two paths to reality,” as Yeats elsewhere refers to them, that 
“of knowledge” proved the more attractive to him. 

Poetry yields a special kind of knowledge. Through poetry, man 
comes to know himself in relation to reality, and thus attains wisdom. 
On this theme Yeats’s own poetry descants tirelessly. The magi seeking 
the manger in Bethlehem are conceived of as seekers after knowledge, 
“hoping to find . . . The uncontrollable mystery on the bestial floor.” 4 
When Yeats imagines the rape of Leda by the swan, the question that 
he puts is: “Did she put on his knowledge with his power?” 3 In “The 
Gift of Harun AI-Rashid,” the young bride gives unwittingly to her 
older philosopher husband that precious gift that is “to age what milk 
is to a child,” “A quality of wisdom” which springs from “her love’s 
Particular quality.” 0 Even Yeats’s account of the fortunes of the soul 
after death, as detailed in A Vision , is the story of a quest for knowl¬ 
edge. The soul must first relive all the passionate experiences of its life 
until it understands them, and then it must experience the opposite of 
all that it actually did and suffered in its life so that it may truly com¬ 
plete its knowledge of itself. Only then is it allowed to drink of the 
cup of Lethe. 

The knowledge that poetry confers is obviously something other 
than a traffic in “opinions,” which the poet associates with competition 
and intellectual hatred. It is not produced by the “levelling, rancorous, ra- 

2 Ycats and Moore: Correspondence , p. 92. 

3 Yeats and Moore: Correspondence, pp. 122-4. 

4 Collected Poems, p. 124. 

5 Collected Poems, p. 212. 

® Collected Poems, p. 444. 
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tional sort of mind That never looked out of the eye of a saint Or out 
of a drunkard’s eye.” 7 It is so completely detached from the life of action 
that Yeats says more than once that only the dead have true wisdom; or 
else he regards such true wisdom as the living may enjoy to be something 
so deep and instinctive that its possessor hardly knows that he possesses 
it— 


Considering that, all hatred driven hence, 

The soul recovers radical innocence 
And learns at last that it is self-delighting, 

Self-appeasing, self-affrighting, 

And that its own sweet will is Heaven’s will. . . . 8 

Perhaps we shall appreciate these scattered “poetic” utterances if 
we set beside them some comparable passages from a systematic aestheti- 
cian. The writings of the late R. G. Collingwood, philosopher and one 
of the English translators of Croce, will serve our purpose well. Colling¬ 
wood admired Yeats’s poetry, his own position is that of an idealist 
and symbolist, and like Yeats he was even interested in “magic” and found 
a place for it in his intellectual scheme. In his Principles of Art , he com¬ 
ments upon the artist’s concern for knowledge as follows: 


Theoretically, the artist is a person who comes to know 
himself, to know his own emotion. This is also knowing his 
world, that is, the sights and sounds and so forth which together 
make up his total imaginative experience. The two knowledges 
are to him one knowledge, because these sights and sounds are 
to him steeped in the emotion with which he contemplates them: 
they are the language in which that emotion utters itself to his 
consciousness. His world is his language. What it says to him it 
says about himself; his imaginative vision of it is his self-knowl¬ 
edge. 0 

Compare with this passage what Yeats wrote in 1900: 

Solitary men in moments of contemplation receive . . . the 
creative impulse from the lowest of the Nine Hierarchies, and so 
make and unmake mankind, and even the world itself, for does 
not “the eye altering alter all”? 1 


And in one of his earliest poems: 


7 Collected Poems , p. 236. 

8 Collected Poems, p. 187. 

*The Principles of Art (Oxford, 1938), p. 291, by permission of Oxford Uni¬ 


versity Press, Inc. 

1 “The Symbolism of Poetry,” Ideas of Good a?td Evil , pp. 246-7. 
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. . . words alone are certain good: 

Sing, then, for this is also sooth. . . . 

Dream, dream, for this is also sooth. 2 

Collingwood goes on to say: 

But this knowing of himself [by the artist] is a making of 
himself. . . . The coming to know his emotions is the coming 
to dominate them, to assert himself as their master. . . . 

Moreover, his knowing of this new world is also the making 
of the new world which he is coming to know. The world he 
has come to know is a world consisting of language; a world 
where everything has the property of expressing emotion. In so 
far as this w orld is thus expressive or significant, it is he that has 
made it so. . . . 

The aesthetic experience ... is a knowing of oneself and 
of one’s world. ... It is also a making of oneself and of one’s 
world, the self which was psyche being remade in the shape of 
consciousness, and the w-orld, which was crude sensa, being re¬ 
made in the shape of language, or sensa converted into imagery 
and charged with emotional significance. 3 

Beside this passage from the philosopher can be set any number of 
passages gleaned from the poet, in which he asserts the creative power 
of man’s imagination. Out of “poet’s imaginings,” out of the “memories 
of love,” out of “Memories of the words of women,” 

Man makes a superhuman 
Mirror-resembling dream. . . . 4 

From man’s blood-sodden heart are sprung 
Those branches of the night and day 
Where the gaudy moon is hung. . . . 5 

More arrogantly still, 

Death and life were not 
Till man made up the w'hole, 

Made lock, stock and barrel 
Out of his bitter soul, 

Aye, sun and moon and star, all. 8 

And of man’s rage for knowledge of what he is, the poet declares: 

2 Collected Voettts , p. 8. 

A The Principles oj Art , pp! 291-2. 

1 Collected Voettts , p. 197. 

*• Collected Voettts , p. 247. 

0 Collected Voettts , p. 196. 
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man’s life is thought, 

And he, despite his terror, cannot cease 
Ravening through century after century, 

Ravening, raging, and uprooting that he may come 
Into the desolation of reality. . . J 

But it is to a letter written by Yeats not long before his death that 
one turns for what is perhaps the best statement of Yeats’s yearning for 
the “concrete” knowledge that poetry can give, of his sense of the part 
that man’s own expression plays in the determination of that knowledge, 
and of his recognition of man’s limitation with regard to the apprehension 
of any knowledge: 

... I know for certain that my time will not be long. I have put 
away everything that can be put away that I may speak what I 
have to speak, and I find “expression” is a part of “study.” In 
two or three weeks—I am now idle that I may rest after writing 
much verse—1 will begin to write my most fundamental thoughts 
and the arrangement of thought which I am convinced will com¬ 
plete my studies. I am happy, and I think full of an energy, of 
an energy I had despaired of. It seems to me that I have found 
what I wanted. When I try to put all into a phrase I say, “Man 
can embody truth but he cannot know it.” I must embody it in 
the completion of my life. The abstract is not life and every¬ 
where draws out its contradictions. You can refute Hegel but not 
the Saint or the Song of Sixpence. . . .* 

An argument is subject to refutation. The noble life, the song, the poem, 
are none of them subject to refutation. For the poem, like the life of the 
saint, does not state a proposition but embodies a meaning. 

Earlier in this chapter we had occasion to speak of the danger 
inherent in any thorough-going symbolic system, particularly as held by 
an idealist: if, as Emerson put it, “the poet turns the world to glass,” how 
shall he be able to show us anything? Will not all shapes and outlines 
simply disappear into one blur of diffused radiance? Yet this danger, 
Yeats, in spite of the extravagance of some of his idealistic pronounce¬ 
ments, successfully avoided. Indeed, we have had few poets in history 
who have stressed more powerfully the density and hard particularity of 
the objects of the external world. In celebrating the power of words, as 
all proponents of symbolist-expressionist doctrines must, Yeats did not 
lose thereby his grip upon things. Or, if we were willing to suppose with 
the symbolists that we could get at things only through language, then 
we would still have to say that in Yeats’s poetry, language is not de- 

' Collected Poems, v. 287. , _ _ „ 

8 Written to Lady Elizabeth Pelham, 4 January 1939: see Letters of \V. B. Yeats, 

p. 921. 
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natured and diluted into a common gray “wordiness.” Words retain the 
sharp outlines and individual profiles of “things.” Yeats’s earliest poetry is 
indeed vague and dreamy, everything melting imperceptibly into some¬ 
thing else; but the poetry of his maturity is angular, precise, and even 
shockingly realistic. Because this is true, the poet is able to exploit real 
oppositions. The poetry is filled with tensions between stubbornly re¬ 
calcitrant contraries. Everywhere Yeats finds the drama of the antinomies. 

“Donne,” Yeats observes in his Autobiographies (1916), “could be as 
metaphysical as he pleased, and yet never seemed unhuman and hysteri¬ 
cal as Shelley often does, because he could be as physical as he pleased.” 0 
Yeats took the lesson to heart. Even in celebrating his hero Bishop Berke¬ 
ley, in whose clarifying vision “Everything that is not God” was “con¬ 
sumed with intellectual fire,” Yeats remembered the lesson. He gives 
Berkeley the proud title “God-appointed” because he 

proved all things a dream, 

That this pragmatical, preposterous pig of a world, its farrow 
that so solid seem, 

Must vanish on the instant if the mind but change its theme. 1 

But the poetry establishes the solidity of the pig. If the intellectual fire 
emanating from the Bishop’s mind promises to consume pig, bishop, and 
all in a blaze that will leave no ash, the poet is too wise to attempt to por¬ 
tray that holocaust in the poem. In the poem, the pig is as real (and for 
the poem as necessary) as the bishop. 

One can state Yeats’s saving physicality in a somewhat different way: 
a danger endemic to symbolist doctrine is that of “angelism,” the “sin of 
a man who rejects human existence and wants to be like God.” Raymond, 
in his From Baudelaire to Siinealism , says that a Catholic would find such 
a sin in Mallarme’s poem, “Les Fenetres” where the speaker, unwilling 
to accept his limitations as a man, wishing to extend the domain of his 
consciousness forever farther, turns his back upon life as a great frustrat¬ 
ing force, and facing the casement windows, now “gilded by the chaste 
morning of the infinite,” exclaims, “I look upon myself and see an angel.” 2 
“Angelism” as a sin incurred by Poe is the subject of Allen Tate’s essay 
entitled “The Angelic Imagination.” Tate admits that “strictly speaking, 
an angelic imagination is not possible. Angels by definition have un¬ 
mediated knowledge of essences.” 3 Man, lacking such direct intuition of 
essences, is committed to the imagination, for he can take hold of essences 
only through analogy—analogy to the natural world. If in his pride, how¬ 
ever, he refuses to look at nature, then Tate says, he is “doomed to see 

9 Quoted from Autobiographies (New York, 1927), p. 402. 

1 Collected Poems, p. 233. ' 

2 From Baudelaire to Surrealism, p. 24. 

3 The Forlorn Demon, p. 70. 
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nothing.” Poe “overleaped and cheated the condition of man. The reach 
of our imaginative enlargement is perhaps no longer than the ladder of 
analogy. . . . [Poe having kicked the ladder away] sits silent in dark¬ 
ness.” 4 

Yeats never scorned the ladder of analogy, and never forgot the re¬ 
lationship of the “masterful images” of his accomplished poetry to the 
world of “things,” even when those images, “because complete,” seem 
to compel the admission that they “Grew in pure mind.” In a stanza that 
is suggestive of Tate’s figure of the ladder (and which Tate may un¬ 
consciously be recalling), Yeats writes that the “masterful images” began 
in 

A mound of refuse or the sweepings of a street, 

Old kettles, old bottles, and a broken can, 

Old iron, old bones, old rags, that raving slut 
Who keeps the till. Now that my ladder’s gone, 

I must lie down where all the ladders start, 

In the foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart. 5 

These lines may seem too somberly desperate in their acknowledgement 
of the limitations of the human being. They collide with Yeats’s bolder 
idealistic assertions. They certainly embarrass any attempt to reduce Yeats’s 
critical position to a neat and tidy consistency. But they point to an im¬ 
portant fact about Yeats’s poetry: there is a real working dualism—real 
oppositions as distinguished from merely opposed positions in an abstract 
dialectic. The poetry can aspire to the reduction of all things to “intel¬ 
lectual fire” for the very good reason that the materials to be consumed 
are not wraiths of uninflammable moonshine. (Like the French symbolists 
before him, Yeats had learned, in part from Nietzsche, the uses of ten¬ 
sion and conflict in art.) The materials that make up the poems have 
enough substance to resist, and when ignited, to feed, combustion. 


SUPPLEMENT 

For the poet, language is a structure of the external world. The speaker 
is in a situation in language; he is invested with words. They are prolongations 
of his meanings, his pincers, his antennae, his eyeglasses. He maneuvers them 
from within; he feels them as if they were his body; he is surrounded by a 
verbal body which he is hardly aware of and which extends his action upon 
the world. The poet is outside of language. He sees words inside out as if he 

4 The Forlorn Demon } p. 78. 

6 Collected Poems , p. 336. 
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did not share the human condition, and as if he were first meeting the word 
as a barrier as he comes toward men. Instead of first knowing things by their 
name, it seems that first he has a silent contact with them, since, turning to¬ 
ward that other species of thing which for him is the word, touching them, 
testing them, palping them, he discovers in them a slight luminosity of their 
own and particular affinities with the earth, the sky, the water, and all created 
things. 

—Jean-Paul Sartre, What is Literature ?, trans. Bernard Frechtman (New 
York, 1949), pp. 13-14. Reprinted by permission of the publishers, The 
Philosophical Library. 

It may be 'well to remind the reader that in the work from which this passage 
is quoted, Sartre is arguing for an engaged literature — not at all for art-for- 
art's-sake. 


Whereas the Neoclassical writers had been taught to observe particular 
natural objects carefully and accurately and then abstract the general from 
them, the Romantics reverse the process. Thus Blake says: “All goodness re¬ 
sides in minute particulars” but “Natural objects always did and now do 
weaken, deaden and obliterate imagination in me” and Coleridge writes in a 
letter: 

The further I ascend from animated Nature (i.c., in the embrace- 
ments of rocks and hills), from men and cattle, and the common birds 
of the woods and fields, the greater becomes in me the intensity of the 
feeling of life. Life seems to me then a universal spirit that neither has 
nor can have an opposite. 

As long as images derived from observation of nature had a utility value for 
decorating the thoughts of the mind, nature could be simply enjoyed, for Na¬ 
ture was not very important by comparison with human reason. But if there 
is a mysterious relation between them, if 

La Nature est un temple oil de vivants piliers 
Laissent parfois sortir de confuses paroles; 

Vhovmie y passe a travers des forets de symbols 
Qui Vobservent avec des regards familiers. 

Covmie de longs echos qui de loin se confondent 
Dans une tenebreuse et profonde unite, 

Vas te covmie la nuit et covmie la cl arte, 

Les par films, les couleurs et les sons se repondent. 

—Baudelaire (Correspondences) 

then the merely visual perception is not the important act, but the intuitive 
vision of the meaning of the object, and also Nature becomes a much more 
formidable creature, charged with all the joys, griefs, hopes and terrors of 
the human soul, and therefore arousing very mixed feelings of love and hatred. 

On the one hand, the poets long to immerse in the sea of Nature, to enjoy 
its endless mystery and novelty, on the other, they long to come to port in 
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some transcendent eternal and unchanging reality from which the unexpected 
is excluded. Nature and Passion are powerful, but they arc also full of grief. 
True happiness would have the calm and order of bourgeois routine without 
its utilitarian ignobility and boredom. 

Thus the same Baudelaire who writes: 

Why is the spectacle of the sea so infinitely and eternally agree¬ 
able? 

Because the sea presents at once the idea of immensity and of 
movement . . . Twelve or fourteen leagues of liquid in movement are 
enough to convey to man the highest expression of beauty which he 
can encounter in his transient abode. 

(Mon Coeur Mis a Nu) 

and identifies human nature with the sea: 


Vous etes tons les deux tenebreux et discrets 
Ho?mne, nul n'a sonde le fond de tes abmies , 

O met, nul ne connait tes richesses intimes 
Tant vous etes jaloux de garder vos secrets! 

(VHomme et la Mer) 

also exclaims: 

Ah! ne jamais sortir des Nombres et des Etres 

and likens Beauty to a dream of stone ( cp. the stone of Wordsworth’s 
dream): 

Je hais le mouvement qui deplace les lignes y 
Et jamais je ne pleure et jamais je ne ris . 

—From The Enchafed Flood by W. H. Auden, pp. 84-6, copyright 1950 
by The Rector and Visitors of the University of Virginia. Reprinted by 
permission of Random House, Inc. 


We have entered a universe that only answers to its own laws, supports itself, 
internally coheres, and has a new standard of truth. Information is true if it 
is accurate. A poem is true if it hangs together. Information points to some¬ 
thing else. A poem points to nothing but itself. Information is relative. A poem 
is absolute. 

—E. M. Forster, Anonymity : An Enquiry (London, 1925), p. 14 


Symbolism in one form or another has been used by nearly every great Euro¬ 
pean poet and Baudelaire’s definition could without violence be applied to 
their practice. The use of symbols is simply one aspect of language; the mis¬ 
take lies in trying to invest them with some sort of transcendental significance 
instead of regarding them as a technical device of the same order as simile 
or metaphor. A symbol is nothing more than a vehicle for imaginative ex¬ 
perience. What is essential is that it should correspond to the emotion evoked, 
and a great deal of Mallarme’s obscurity is dud to the fact that he tried to 
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use symbols to convey experiences which had not been transmuted into poetry. 
Baudelaire himself cannot be altogether exonerated from the charge of adding 
to the confusion and it is unfortunate that his Correspondances have been used 
by critics as a text instead of being treated as a piece of muddled psychology. 

This docs not mean that Baudelaire and his followers did not extend and 
develop the use of symbols. They undoubtedly did. Now the term has a 
variety of meanings. It includes the expanded image in VAlbatros , the use of 
the “sea” as a symbol of liberation in the work of both Baudelaire and Mal- 
larmc and Mallarme’s way of “working” words in the Swan, These are straight¬ 
forward examples. What is more interesting is Baudelaire’s use of the neant 
and the gouffre to symbolize the void behind the facade of contemporary 
civilization. 

—Martin Turnell, “The Heirs of Baudelaire,” Scrutiny , XI (Summer, 

1 943)i 295-6, by permission of the author. 


CHAPTER 'Ll 


A. RICHARDS: 

POETICS OF TENSION 


§ Affective criticism and laboratory techniques — 
other forms of psychological criticism: Freud's view of art 
as “substitute-gratification ”— Max Eastman's concept of 
art as “pure realization ” and Santayana's hedonism — 1 L 
Richards' evaluation of various psychological views of art: 
his rejection of hedonism } of the specifically “aesthetic” 
emotion , of empathy , etc., in favor of synaesthesis — III. 
synaesthesis defined as the equilibrium of opposed im¬ 
pulses: discriminated from either vacillation on the one 
hand or si?nple resolution on the other—synaesthesis char¬ 
acterized as a readiness to take any action we choose — 
this harmonization of impulses related to the principles of 
“exclusion” and “inclusion ” parallels with Santayana , irony 
as a character of this “balanced poise” — IV. Ransom's 
criticism of Richards' notion that the poise is in our re¬ 
sponse and not in the structure of the “stimulating object” 
— Ransom's criticism of other art theories that are based 
upon some notion of tension and fusion , bis criticism of 
Eliot—the resemblances and differences between the 
theories of Richards and Eliot — V. Richards' series of 
cleavages: between two kinds of aesthetic failure, between 
evaluative and technical criticism , his later modification of 
these views — VI. Richards' separation of two kinds of 
“truth” truth of reference and truth of coherence , and his 
solution of the problem of the relation of science and 
poetry — VII. other dualistic and quasi-dualistic theories of 
poetry: Ransom's distinction of structure and texture , his 
doctrine of the irrelevance of the texture to the structure , 
this notion as criticized by Yvor Winters — Eastman's 
parallel doctrine of irrelevance: poetic discourse as “im¬ 
practical” Ransom's psychologism and his appeal to Freud 
— VIII. Freud's general contribution to criticism reassessed 
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I. A. Richards: A Poetics of Tension 


FFECTrVE CRITICISM IS, AS WE HAVE SEEN, AS OLD AS CRITICISM ITSELF. 

It appears, for example, in Plato’s view that poetry “feeds and 
JL Jl waters the passion” and in Aristotle’s doctrine of catharsis. But 
in the 19th century, the decay of metaphysics and the extraordinary 
growth of the physical sciences gave a special stress to affective theories. 
Gustav Fechncr, for example, took the problems of aesthetics into the 
laboratory. Fechner set out to construct an aesthetic theory, not von oben 
but von unten . The methods of investigation w'ere to be empirical and 
inductive. There were to be “controlled” experiments to determine what 
percentage of human beings find the rectangle a more pleasing shape than 
the square or what percentage prefer rectangles proportioned to the 
golden section as compared to rectangles of other proportions. But the 
future of psychologism in criticism was not to lie with this kind of ex¬ 
perimentation, whether carried out by Fechner or by such investigators 
as Zeising, Wundt, or Helmholtz. 1 The great impact of psychology upon 
20th-century criticism was to come through introspective psychologists 
like Theodor Lipps or through students of abnormal psychology like 
Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung. 

Freud’s theory of wit and the comic has been discussed in a preceding 
chapter. Though Freud did not apply his theory of wit directly to litera¬ 
ture, certain parallels clearly suggest themselves. The creation of poetry 
like the creation of wit draws upon the unconscious; poetry and wit are 
both in some sense “inspired.” Many of the techniques of poetry, like 
those of wit and dream, are evidently to be subsumed under a principle 
of condensation. “Rhyme, alliteration, refrain, and other forms of repeti¬ 
tion of similar sounding words in poetry” afford us pleasure, Freud writes, 
for the same reason that “harmless wit” yields us pleasure; and that pleas¬ 
ure, as we have seen in the last chapter, is a pleasure gained through 
economy of psychic expenditure. 2 * * * 

When Freud does address himself directly to the subject, his account 
of art is disappointingly simple: the pleasure of art is quite baldly re¬ 
duced to that of a “substitute-gratification.” Freud lumps the artist and 
the neurotic together in their reversion to fantasy. Art represents a vi¬ 
carious fulfilment of wishes denied to the artist by reality. But the artist 
differs from the neurotic in several very important ways: 8 

1 Adolf Zeising ( Neue Lehre von den Froportionen des menschlichen Korpers , 
*854) actually preceded Fechner in some of Fechner’s characteristic experiments; 
Fechner’s Vorschnle der Asthetik was published in 1876. Wilhelm Wundt made re¬ 
searches in sensation and feeling. Herman Helmholtz produced works on Phys¬ 
iological Optics (1856-66) and Tone Sensation (1862). 

2 “Wit and its Relation to the Unconscious,” The Basic Writings , pp. 712 ff. 

8 From A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis by Sigmund Freud, copyright 

R 1948 Susie Hoch; copyright 1935 Edward L. Bemays, by permission of Liveright 

Publishers, New York (Permabook Edition, pp. 384-5). 
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First of all he understands how to elaborate his day-dreams, so 
that they lose that personal note which grates upon strange ears 
and become enjoyable to others; he knows too how to modify 
them sufficiently so that their origin in prohibited sources is not 
easily detected. Further, he possesses the mysterious ability to 
mold his particular material until it expresses the ideas of his 
phantasy faithfully; and then he knows how to attach to this re¬ 
flection of his phantasy-life so strong a stream of pleasure that, 
for a time at least, the repressions are outbalanced and dispelled 
by it. When he can do all this, he opens out to others the way 
back to the comfort and consolation of their own unconscious 
sources of pleasure, and so reaps their gratitude and admiration; 
then he has won—through his phantasy—what before he could 
only win in phantasy: honor, power, and the love of women. 4 

Freud makes pleasure a specific means used by the artist (“attach 
... so strong a stream of pleasure”) as well as the general end of his 
art; moreover the closing sentence of the passage indicates that he was 
willing to lump together, quite indiscriminately, the various kinds of 
pleasure to which art may conduce, including the quite solid and ma¬ 
terial pleasures which financial success may bring. But Freud, as he him¬ 
self more than once pointed out, made no pretense to a total literary 
theory. He was apparently willing to leave the task of discriminating 
specific aesthetic pleasure or pleasures to the aesthetician and literary 
critic. 


II 


Before examining the special positions argued by typical affective 
critics, however, it may be well to reiterate that the heavy stress upon 
affectivity in our time is closely related to our preoccupation with science 
Thus, a critic like Max Eastman, who regards poetry as a “pure effort 
to heighten consciousness,” 5 counsels the poet “to yield up to science the 
task of interpreting experience” and “of finding out what we call truth.” 1 
Eastman instances a poet like Edna St. Vincent Millay as exhibiting th< 
proper stance with reference to science. She is quite well informed aboui 
complexes 9 and “ductless glands” and yet does not allow that knowledge 
to inhibit a burning love poetry. She recaptures the language of th< 
Elizabethans, not to recover their “unscientific” world view, but “onlj 
to clothe therein her feelings and her fearless will to have them.” 1 

5 Thrift m ^AA*';*,™ 0 * 6771 °f tSitbetiCS (*93 5 ), PP- 7°~ 2 ' 

Charlcs^crLer’s's^^ <N<iW Y ° rk ’ ,7 °’ by P ermission of the P ubUshen 

'Vu ¥ tCr “ ry ? ind > P- j 39. 

The Literary Mind , p. 148. 
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George Santayana had earlier begun with a similar distinction be¬ 
tween the emotionally neutral and abstract world as described by science 
and the emotions that the objects of that world stir within us. The 
beauty that we attribute to objects is merely, Santayana argued, in The 
Sense of Beauty (1896), the objectification of our own emotions. Though 
we insist upon regarding beauty as “the quality of a thing,” it is really a 
pleasure within us, and indeed in our normal, common-sense view of the 
world, it would never occur to us to include in our concept of reality 
“emotional or passionate elements.” This objectification of our feelings 
in the “sense of beauty” is a survival of an “animistic and mythological 
habit of thought,” once quite universal, as with primitive man, but now 
banished from the world of pure science and also from “the intermediate 
realm of vulgar day,” where “mechanical science” has influenced our 
thinking. 8 

The scientific idea of a thing is a great abstraction from the mass 
of perceptions and reactions which that thing produces; the es¬ 
thetic idea is less abstract, since it retains the emotional reaction, 
the pleasure of the perception, as an integral part of the con¬ 
ceived thing. 9 

The need for clarification of our ideas in this realm was pressed with 
a special urgency by I. A. Richards, the critic through whose mediation 
psychology was to make its greatest impact upon literary criticism. Rich¬ 
ards asked his readers to purge their critical thinking of all such animistic 
habits as cause us to make unwarranted connections between our inner 
feelings and the nature of objective reality. But his specific contribution 
lay in his account of the way language bears on the problem. He dis¬ 
tinguished “two uses of language.” 

A statement may be used for the sake of the reference , true or 
false, which it causes. This is the scientific use of language. But 
it may also be used for the sake of the effects in emotion and 
attitude. . . . This is the emotive use of language. 1 

Science makes statements, but poetry makes what Richards calls 
“pseudo-statements”: their referential value is nil. Poetry makes an emo¬ 
tive use of language. That is its specific character. But, of course, not 
every instance of such emotive use is aesthetically valuable, and Richards 
indicts both Eastman and Santayana for not discriminating between emo¬ 
tional intensity and valuable emotional experience. Richards’ earliest book, 
The Foundations of Aesthetics (1921), written in collaboration with 

8 The Sense of Beauty (New York, 1896), p. 47. 

9 The Seme of Beauty , p. 48. 

1 The Principles of Literary Criticism (London, 1924; 4*h impression, 1930), 
p. 267, by permission of the publishers, Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc. 
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C. K. Ogden and James Wood, will provide a convenient scheme for 
summarizing the more typical affective theories of our century and at the 
same time setting forth the choices and rejections by which Richards ar¬ 
rived at his own special theory. Richards and his colleagues list sixteen 
meanings of the term beauty, the last seven of which they label “psycho¬ 
logical views.” 

The simplest of these defines the beautiful as anything “which 
excites Emotions.” 2 Such a definition, our authors comment, is much too 
wide. For “it is not easy to ascribe the highest value to emotions in gen¬ 
eral, merely as emotions. They may often be experienced without par¬ 
ticular significance, and have their place without necessarily being the 
concern of art.” 3 

A somewhat more restricted view specifies pleasurable emotions; 
that is, “Anything is beautiful—which causes Pleasure.” Richards and his 
colleagues choose to refer this definition of beauty to Santayana, its “most 
accomplished modern advocate.” 4 But the great disadvantage of any 
pleasure view of art, they point out, “is that it offers us too restricted a 
vocabulary.” 5 Criticism exhausts itself in recording that the art work is 
indeed pleasing. (Such would indeed seem to be the limitation of a really 
simple hedonism, but it is a question whether Santayana’s hedonism is of 
this kind. His hedonism, as we shall see, has been subjected to a number 
of complications and refinements.) 

Among the writers who have felt constrained to narrow the field of 
emotions expressed by art to “some unique emotion,” Richards and his 
colleagues cite Clive Bell and Roger Fry. Bell asserts that the work of 
art gives us a “peculiar emotion,” an “aesthetic emotion” as such. Both 
Bell and Fry specify that the work of art must possess “significant form.” 
“Significant form,” however, can be defined only by the “rather uncom¬ 
mon emotion which it causes.” 0 

The difficulty with such a peculiar emotion, Richards points out, is 
that any attempt to define it is bound to be circular: death-dealing things, 
for example, do not necessarily have any quality in common except that 
they all can cause death, and by the same token “beautiful” things need 
have in common only the fact that they can cause someone to avow that 
they are beautiful. But if the critic proposes to connect beautiful things 
by nothing further than the assertion that he feels them all to be beautiful, 

2 Foundations of Aesthetics , 2nd ed. (New York, 1925), p. 21. The passage re¬ 
fers to what is essentially Eastman’s position though Eastman is not mentioned in 
this book. For Richards’s specific comments upon Eastman, see The Philosophy of 
Rhetoric (New York, 1936), pp. 123-4. 

3 Foundations, p. 56, by permission of George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., and 
the authors. 

4 Foundations, p. 5 2 * 

* Foundations, p. 53 - 

* Foundations, p. 61. 
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he has not advanced beyond his original assertion: namely, that they pro- 
voke in him that “peculiar” emotion. 

Richards and his colleagues mention further attempts to characterize 
the art emotion. The beautiful has been defined as anything that involves 
the processes of empathy . Empathy ( Einfiiblung ) was the name that 
Theodor Lipps gave to a process which he described as “feeling some¬ 
thing, namely, oneself, into the esthetic object .” 7 In this activity, * the 
antithesis between myself and the object disappears, or rather does not yet 
exist.” 8 

Vernon Lee (Violet Paget) independently formulated much the 
same account as that of Lipps. When we say, for example, that the 
mountain rises, we are transferring from ourselves to the looked-at shape 
of the mountain the idea of rising and the emotions that accompany, it. 

... it is this complex mental process, by which we (all unsus¬ 
pectingly) invest that inert mountain, that bodiless shape, with 
the stored up and averaged and essential modes of our activity— 
it is this process whereby we make the mountain raise itself, 
which constitutes what ... I have called Empathy? 

But since experiences involving empathy are part of the day-by-day ex¬ 
periences of our lives and are by no means confined to aesthetic experi¬ 
ences, Richards points out that we shall have to limit cmpathic experiences 
further if we are to distinguish those which are beautiful. Vernon Lee 
limits the beautiful to those objects which allow empathic projection and 
in which the projection is pleasurable because the process facilitates our 
vitality. But such a formula is still too vague to represent any real ad¬ 
vance over the usual hedonistic account of art . 1 

This review of various affective theories, though not exhaustive, will 
suggest some of the reasons for Richards’ choice of synaesthesis as the one 
affective theory that seemed to him fit to serve as the foundation of an 
aesthetic. Even projective theories like empathy apply to so much non- 
artistic experience that they fail to isolate the specific values of art. The 
element constant to all experiences that have the characteristic of beauty, 
concludes Richards, is synaesthesis —a harmony and equilibrium of our 
impulses. 

1 “Einfiiblung, innere Nachalmiung, und Organenipfindungen,” Archiv fur dir 
gesamte Psycbologie, Vol. I (1903): quoted from Melvin Rader, A Modem Book of 
Esthetics (193s), p. 302. # , . , 

8 Rader, p. 294. Here we are evidendy dealing with a psychological version or 
the metaphysics of Fichte or Schclling—cf. ante Chapter 17. 

9 Tne Beautiful (Cambridge, 19*3), pp. 65-^ 

1 “. . . the experiences we get from successfully riding a bicycle, which pre¬ 
sumably cause pleasure and facilitate our vitality, could clearly be recalled by our 
projecting similar movements into lines and rhythms, and the resultant state, would 
be neither more nor less aesthetic than the original one, except in virtue of its new 
origin in recall through projection” ( Foundations , p, 69). 
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III 

Any experience must involve the arousal and interplay of various im¬ 
pulses, but in the experience of beauty Richards contends that our im¬ 
pulses are organized in a peculiar way. In this peculiar organization which 
constitutes synaesthesis, the rivalry of conflicting impulses is avoided, not 
by our suppressing the impulses, but, paradoxically, by our giving them 
free rein. 

Not all impulses . . . are naturally harmonious, for conflict is 
possible and common. A complete systematization must take the 
form of such an adjustment as will preserve free play to every 
impulse, with entire avoidance of frustration. In any equilibrium 
of this kind, however momentary, we arc experiencing beauty. 2 

Such a conception, indeed, presents its difficulties, for an equilibrium 
of conflicting impulses is easily confused with the state of “balance” that 
one finds in irresolution—that is, an oscillation between two sets of 
opposed impulses in which the mind, like the fabled donkey poised be¬ 
tween the equally attractive bales of hay, can only remain suspended in 
inaction. Richards and his friends warn us that this is not at all what they 
mean by synaesthesis. Synaesthesis is no such oscillation but a harmoniza¬ 
tion: the competing impulses sustain not two states of mind but one. They 
do not split the ego in two, but complete and enrich it. In the experience 
of synaesthesis, our “interest is not canalised in one direction,” 3 and 
there is a sense of detachment and disinterest. Our lack of commitment to 
any particular course of action means in reality that we are, like the poised 
athlete, in readiness for any kind of action. 

For this special kind of “disinterest,” a technical psychological ex¬ 
planation is offered. Our authors say that whereas two perfectly simple 
impulses must either oscillate or lock, a “more complex initial conflict” 
may discharge itself “through its branch connections.” Such a complex 
conflict may “solve” itself “in the arousal of the other impulses of the 
personality.” 4 At any rate, whatever the precise nature of the psycho¬ 
logical explanation, Richards and his colleagues are confident that the 
sense of disinterest in the aesthetic experience means, paradoxically, that 
the maximum number of interests is actually involved, and that the feeling 
of “impersonality” that synaesthesis induces means that the “whole of 
the personality” has been brought into play. By the equilibrium of syn¬ 
aesthesis Richards evidently would suggest, then, not the lifeless balance 

2 Foundations, p. 75- 
8 Foundations, p. 78. 

4 Foundations, p. 77 i note - 
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of deadlock but the vibrant poise of the completely co-ordinated person¬ 
ality. 

There is a second state of mind which we are also warned not to 
confuse with synaesthesis. Our authors remark that the feeling of “lu¬ 
cidity, self-possession and freedom” 5 that characterizes the experience of 
synaesthesis may also attach to the state of mind that arises when one is 
possessed by an intense emotion such as anger or joy. In one of his later 
poems, W. B. Yeats admirably describes this state of “simple resolution”: 

Know that when all words are said 
And a man is fighting mad, 

Something drops from eyes long blind, 

He completes his partial mind, 

For an instant stands at ease 
Laughs aloud, his heart at peace. . . . 8 

But since this state of mind gains its “harmony” by having no warring 
impulses to harmonize, its resemblance to synaesthesis is illusory. Richards 
and his colleagues offer a test by which it can be distinguished from 
synaesthesis: synaesthesis “refreshes and never exhausts.” 7 

In their theorizing about synaesthesis it is evident that Richards and 
his colleagues have moved beyond any simple pleasure principle. A few 
years after the publication of The Foundations of Aesthetics , Richards 
asserted that the pleasure that a competent reader feels is “no more the 
aim of the activity in the course of which it arises, than, for example, the 
noise made by a motor-cycle—useful though it is as an indication of the 
way the machine is running—is the reason in the normal case for its 
having been started.” 8 The main value of literature was to be found in its 
after-effects upon* the mind. 

One more observation on synaesthesis is pertinent here: though Rich¬ 
ards deplored Kant’s having created a “phantom problem of the aesthetic 
mode” through his attempt to define the “judgment of taste” as a judg¬ 
ment “concerning pleasure which is disinterested, universal, unintellec¬ 
tual, and not to be confused with the pleasures of sense or of ordinary 
emotions,” 9 Richards’ own doctrine of synaesthesis courts, if it does not 
actually demand, the same series of adjectives. True, the term syn¬ 
aesthesis has a psychological orientation, not a metaphysical, but syn¬ 
aesthesis is certainly disinterested, and this aspect comes out most plainly 
when Richards tries to distinguish it from the false equilibrium of irreso¬ 
lution or from that of full emotional commitment. 

5 Foundations, p. 77, note. 

6 “Under Ben Bulben,” Collected Poems, p. 342. 

7 Foundations, p. 77, note. 

8 The Principles of Literary Criticism, p. 97. 

9 Principles, p. 11. 
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Attitudes, as Richards defines them, are incipient or “imaginal” ac¬ 
tions. In synacsthesis, these incipient actions are so ordered and so bal¬ 
anced that the maximum number of them is involved and the minimum 
number is blocked—but they remain incipient; no action occurs. Syn- 
aesthesis is defined as our readiness “to take any direction we choose,” but 
in synaesthesis evidently we do not choose. Presumably if we did choose 
and acted upon that choice, that very fact would indicate that the sup¬ 
posed state of synaesthesis was illusory, not real. 

When works of art produce such action, or conditions which 
lead to action, they have either not completely fulfilled their 
function or would in the view of equilibrium here being con¬ 
sidered be called not “beautiful” but “stimulative.” 1 

Synaesthesis, says Richards, is the ground-plan of all aesthetic experi¬ 
ence. Many people obviously have had this experience in the past, but 
they have confused the experience with a revelation of some sort. The 
arts, he admits, do seem “to lift away the burden of existence” and we do 
seem “to be looking into the heart of things,” but this state of euphoria, 
he insists, has actually nothing to do with truth. For truth belongs to 
science, which represents a “different [principle] upon which impulses 
may be organized,” 2 and which has a very different function from that 
of the arts. 

In his Principles of Literary Criticism, Richards never makes use of 
the key term “synaesthesis.” Instead the terms “inclusion” and “synthesis” 
are used to name the character of the greatest and most valuable poetry. 
Synthesis 3 is, of course, fair coin for synaesthesis, and the key passage in 
which Richards defines synthesis bears a remarkable resemblance to one 
of the paragraphs in Santayana’s The Sense of Beauty . It will be useful to 
set the two passages side by side. 

In a section of his book that he significantly entitled “The Liberation 
of the Self,” Santayana had written: 

Now, it is the essential privilege of beauty to so synthesize 
and bring to a focus the various impulses of the self , so to sus¬ 
pend them to a single image, that a great peace falls upon that 

1 Foundations, p. 77. Stephen Dcdalus in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 
(New York, 1916), p. 240, makes a comparable point in denying that “kinesthetic” 
art (i.c M art that provokes us to a particular action) is truly art at all. 

2 Prhiciplcs, p. 265. Compare with this Santayana’s assertion that a great work 

of art leaves us with the sense that “however tangled the net may be in which we feel 
ourselves caught, there is liberation beyond, and an ultimate peace” ( The Sense of 
Beauty , p. 239). ... . . 

3 The term may show the influence of Coleridge’s description of the imagination 
as a “synthetic and magical” power. In any case the adaptation of Coleridge’s account 
of the* imagination is frankly acknowledged. Sec the chapter on “The Imagination,” 
in Principles , pp. 23 ^- 53 * 
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perturbed kingdom. In the experience of these momentary har¬ 
monies we have the basis of the enjoyment of beauty, and of all 
its mystical meanings. But there are always two methods of se¬ 
curing harmony: one is to unify all the given elements, and an¬ 
other is to reject and expunge all the elements that refuse to be 
unified. Unity by inclusion gives us the beautiful; unity by ex¬ 
clusion, opposition, and isolation gives us the sublime. Both are 
pleasures: but the pleasure of the one is warm, passive, and per¬ 
vasive; that of the other cold, imperious, and keen. The one iden¬ 
tifies us with the world, the other raises us above it . 4 

And now for the passage from Richards: 

There are two ways in which impulses may be organized; 
by exclusion and by inclusion, by synthesis and by elimination. 
Although every coherent state of mind depends upon both, it is 
permissible to contrast experiences which win stability and order 
through a narrowing of the response with those which widen it. 

A very great deal of poetry and art is content with the full, or¬ 
dered development of comparatively special and limited experi¬ 
ences, with a definite emotion, for example, Sorrow, Joy, Pride, 
or a definite attitude, Love, Indignation, Admiration, Hope, or 
with a specific mood, Melancholy, Optimism or Longing. And 
such art has its own value and its place in human affairs. No one 
will quarrel with “Break, break, break,” or with the Coronach or 
with Rose Aylmer or with Love's Philosophy, although clearly 
they are limited and exclusive . But they are not the greatest kind 
of poetry; we do not expect from them what we find in the Ode 
to the Nightingale, in Proud Maisie, in Sir Patrick Spens, in The 
Definition of Love or in the Noctumall upon S. Lucie's Day . 5 

The two kinds of poetry are not, for Richards as they evidently are 
for Santayana, on the same level. Richards displays no interest in dis¬ 
tinguishing the beautiful from the sublime; his interest is rather to dis¬ 
tinguish a richer, deeper, and more tough-minded poetry from a more 
“limited and exclusive” kind of poetry. Furthermore, Santayana’s har¬ 
monization of the impulses of the self by rejection and expungement of 
all “the elements that refuse to be unified” could not, in Richards* terms, 
qualify as a harmonization at all; instead it rather suggests Richards’ state 
of “simple resolution .” 8 But the resemblances between the passages are 
striking enough. 

\ The Sense of Beauty,' pp. 235-6. The italics are ours. 

5 Principles, pp. 249-50. The italics are ours. 

^Cf. ante p. 617. 
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Richards proceeds to give a psychological account of the peculiar 
kind of stability of this second kind of poetry (the poetry of synthesis) 
and to use the presence of irony as a kind of touchstone for such poetry. 

The difference comes out clearly if we consider how com¬ 
paratively unstable poems of the first kind are. They will not 
bear an ironical contemplation. We have only to read The War 
Song of Dinas Vavcr in close conjunction with the Coronach, 
or to remember that unfortunate phrase “Those lips, O slippery 
blisses!” from Endyviion , while reading Love's Philosophy , to 
notice this. Irony in this sense consists in the bringing in of the 
opposite, the complementary impulses; that is why poetry which 
is exposed to it is not of the highest order, and why irony itself 
is so constantly a characteristic of poetry which is. 

These opposed impulses from the resolution of which such 
experiences spring cannot usually be analysed. When, as is most 
often the case, they are aroused through formal means, it is evi¬ 
dently impossible to do so. 7 


IV 

Richards’ confession of the difficulty—not to mention the impossibility 
—of analyzing the “opposed impulses” throws an interesting light upon 
the psychological machinery which he has used to account for the effects 
of this “poetry of inclusion.” When we get ready to use the machinery, 
it evaporates. The poem is before us and is susceptible to analysis, but 
the psychological goings-on turn out to be below the surface and out of 
sight. This curious state of affairs is a main object of attack in John 
Crowe Ransom's criticism of Richards. 8 

Ransom points out that Richards’ account of the relevant poetic 
structure is not only a mere hypothesis, but that this particular hypothesis, 
if accepted, would destroy criticism. For if the “balanced poise” is, as 
Richards says it is, in our “response” and not at all “in the structure of 
the stimulating object,” then the labor of criticism in “analysing the po¬ 
etic object” is vain. Vain also was the labor of the poet in putting the 
poem into a particular “shape.” On Richards’ showing, the 

poem is not needed in that shape; and what the proper shape 
would be we are not likely to know. I for one feel that I cannot 
know even what it is in the poem which constitutes its stimulus. 9 

7 Principles , pp. 250-1. 

s The New Criticism (New York, 1941). Copyright 194* by New Directions 
ami reprinted by permission of the publisher. 

» The New Criticism , p. 3 
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It is indeed questionable whether Richards actually succeeds in cut¬ 
ting his desiderated “balanced poise” cleanly off from all relation to “the 
structure of the stimulating object.” Though Richards is careful to point 
out that such balanced poise is “not peculiar to Tragedy,” significantly it 
is in tragedy, the form of literature in which conflicts and tensions are 
obvious structural features, that he finds his clearest illustrations. Nietz¬ 
sche too had found that in tragedy “contrasts are overcome” and 
“oppositions” are “conquered,” 1 and his insistence that the greatest artists 
are those “who make harmony ring out of every discord” strengthens the 
notion that Nietzsche anticipated Richards’ conception of a “poetry of 
inclusion,” though Nietzsche gave his “inclusion” a clear structural refer¬ 
ence. For the discords arc in the composition, and the larger harmony 
in which these momentary disharmonies are finally resolved is obviously 
to be referred to the total structure. Not the least important of the “musi¬ 
cal” characteristics that Nietzsche attributes to tragedy is this conception 
of a richer and more intricate harmony, achieved by the resolution of 
apparent discords, as opposed to the “thinner” harmony of less ambitious 
works. 

Richards himself, when he suggests that one may test the stability 
of such poetry by exposing it to ironical contemplation, seems to regard 
the differentia of “inclusive” poetry'- as structural. For, though the reader 
supplies the ironical squint, the subsequent collapse in the defective poem 
is a structural collapse. 

Richards’ insistence that irony is “so constantly” a characteristic of 
the highest order of poetry reminds one of Solger’s claim that irony is 
“coextensive with art.” 2 It also calls for comparison with T. S. Eliot’s no¬ 
tion that the function of wit is to provide an “internal equilibrium” for 
the poem in which it occurs. If Richards’ irony is not made to provide 
the stability of the experience, it is at least a symptom of the stability. 
Eliot’s notion about wit seems to be the complement of Nietzsche’s con¬ 
ception of a “harmony” that is rung “out of every discord.” For in saying 
that witty poetry implies “in the expression of every experience” the 
recognition of the fact that “other kinds of experience ... are possi¬ 
ble,” 3 Eliot is saying that wit calls to our attention the potentially dis¬ 
cordant; that is, the unity of the witty poem is not a unity easily won by 
glossing over the discordant elements of human experience. 

Such restatements of Richards’ conceptions of “inclusion” and of 
“tension” would, however, scarcely appease a critic like Ransom. He im¬ 
partially condemns both Richards and Eliot for talking about the recon¬ 
ciliation of what he insists are in fact irreconcilables: 

* Cf. ante Chapter 25. 

2 Cf. ante Chapter 17. 

3 “Andrew Marvell” (1921), Selected Essays , 19ns 2 (New York, 193O1 p- 2 ^ 2 * 
by permission of the publishers, Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc. 
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My belief is that opposites can never be said to be resolved or 
reconciled merely because they have been got into the same 
poem, or got into the same complex of affective experience to 
create there a kind of “tens»on”; that if there is a resolution at 
all it must be a logical resolution; that when there is no resolu¬ 
tion we have a poem without a structural unity; and this is pre¬ 
cisely the intention of irony, which therefore is something very 
special, and ought to be occasional. 4 

This statement is of a piece with Ransom’s criticism of Eliot’s con¬ 
ception of metaphysical poetry: “The aspiration here is for some sort of 
fusion of two experiences that ordinarily repel one another,” and Ransom 
warns us not to become “the fools of the shining but impractical ideal of 
‘unity’ or of ‘fusion.’ ” 5 Thus, on the special and limited nature of irony, 
he firmly takes his stand beside Irving Babbitt and the new Humanists/’ 
Far from being a “a constant characteristic” of good poetry, irony signi¬ 
fies for Ransom a failure to unify. “In a pointed form of irony,” he 
writes, “the oppositions produce an indecisive effect, just as in tragedy 
there is an opposition with a negative effect.” 7 Richards had been careful 
to distinguish the poetry of “harmonious equilibrium” (of which irony is 
“so constantly a characteristic”) from mere “irresolution.” Ransom’s argu¬ 
ment is that ironic poetry can represent only irresolution: that is, the 
oppositions “produce an indecisive effect.” 

Ransom is no less firm in dismissing Eliot. Though he has called 
Eliot “The Historical Critic,” he says that Eliot’s theory of poetry is 
“equivalent to some version of Richards’ psychologistic theory,” 8 There 
is some psychologism in Eliot; and there are certain conceptions that he 
shares with Richards. One remembers Eliot’s statement that for the poet 
the noise of the typewriter and the smell of cooking, reading Spinoza or 
falling in love—experiences which for the ordinary man have nothing to 
do with one another—“are always forming new wholes.” 0 And one places 
beside it this passage from Richards: 

The wheeling of the pigeons in Trafalgar Square may seem to 
have no relation to the colour of the water in the basins, to the 
tones of a speaker’s voice or to the drift of his remarks. A narrow 
field of stimulation is all that we can manage, and we overlook 
the rest. But the artist does not, and when he needs it, he has it at 
his disposal. 1 

Unless one recognizes the amount of agreement between Richards 
and Eliot, one will find it difficult to understand the relative ease with 

4 The New Criticism, p. 95. 8 The New Criticism , p. 152. 

5 The New Criticism , p. 183. 0 Selected Essays, p. 247. 

6 Cf. ante Chapter 20. 1 Principles, p. 185. 

7 The New Criticism, p. </>- 


623 LA. Richards: A Poetics of Tension 

which Richards’ influence upon criticism has merged with that of Eliot, 
and one will find it difficult to account for some of the later developments 
in Richards’ own criticism—see the next chapter. Nevertheless, the dif¬ 
ferences between Eliot and Richards are very important, and nowhere 
more so than in their treatment of thought and feeling. In spite of some 
waverings and confusions encouraged by an occasional use of affective 
terminology, Eliot stands by his bold assertion that a poem is a fusion 
of thought and feeling. Richards, on the other hand, from the first has 
endeavored to maintain a careful distinction between the emotional state 
■ produced in the reader (the balance of impulses or state of synaesthesis) 
and the means used to produce this emotional state. 

V 

Richards’ endeavors to distinguish between the emotional effect produced 
in the reader and the means by which it is produced give rise in his 
criticism to a whole series of related separations: between value (con¬ 
tent) and communication (as conditioned by form); between the “bad¬ 
ness” that results from the communication to the reader of a worthless 
experience and the “badness” that results from the faulty communication 
of what was presumably a valuable experience; between technical criti¬ 
cism (which Richards defines as dealing with the make-up of the stimu¬ 
lating object) and evaluative criticism (which deals with the value of the 
experience communicated). An exploration of some of these topics sup¬ 
plies striking instances of the difficulties with whiqh an affective theory 
burdens a critic who has genuine literary sensitivity and whose deepest 
allegiance is evidently to poetry rather than to the psychology of reader 
response. 

In The Principles of Literary Criticism, Richards illustrated the two 
kinds of “badness” by using a tiny Imagist poem by H. D. and a rather 
glib love sonnet by Ella Wheeler Wilcox. H. D.’s scrap of Imagist verse 
was said to fail because it did not sufficiently communicate the valuable 
experience that Richards conceded that the poet might have had. The 
Wilcox sonnet was said to fail because the experience that it communi¬ 
cated—all too clearly—had no value. The sonnet was dominated by an 
elaborate analogy between Summer and Love and Friendship and Au¬ 
tumn. And Richards pointed out that those readers “who have adequate 
impulses as regards any of the four main systems fof impulses] involved” 
in this poem arc not “appeased” by the poem. “Only for those who make 
certain conventional, stereotyped maladjustments instead, does the magic 
work.” 2 

Yet it might have been simpler to deal with adequacy of imagery 

2 Principles, p. 202. 
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rather than with adequacy of “impulses.” A critic of the poem could 
simply have said that any reader who attended to the imagery of the 
poem would find it absurdly confused. If the reader knew anything about 
autumn, he would know that an autumn day with a “touch of frost . . . 
in the air” tends to be crisp and sparkling, not hazy with the mellowness 
of St. Martin’s summer. If he knew anything about love, he would hardly 
be satisfied with the metamorphosis of Love into “large-eyed Friendship’ 
through a kind of fadeout-dissolve of one obviously trumped up allegori¬ 
cal figure into another. 3 4 

In spite of a certain superficial plausibility, the distinction between 
defectiveness of communication and the “worthlessness” of the experi¬ 
ence communicated cannot in fact be maintained. Wc can only speculate 
about values that are not revealed in the poem itself. That there might 
have been a valuable experience behind H. D.’s “The Pool” is, and must 
remain, pure hypothesis. On the other hand, one could argue that the 
alleged clarity of the Wilcox sonnet is actually an illusion since what is 
inextricably confused cannot have “clarity.” The “badness” of this poem 
consists in a pretension to coherence that is not made good; the analogy 
between Summer-Autumn and Love-Friendship is asserted but never 
realized dramatically. The essential act in condemning the poem consists 
therefore in exposing the basic incoherence .* 

The motive for Richards’ various “separations” is, of course, rooted 
in his desire to discuss poetry in terms of stimulus and response. This 
fact comes out most clearly in his attempt to distinguish “technical” re¬ 
marks from “critical” (i.e., evaluative) remarks. He regards the distinc¬ 
tion as important because, as he writes, the trick of mistaking “the means 
for the end, the technique for the value, is in fact the most successful of 
the snares which waylay the critic.” 5 6 Yet on the same page Richards indi- 

3 As a measure of the coherence proper to a genuine poem, one might contrast 
with the Wilcox sonnet, Keats’s “To Autumn,” in which the “completeness” of an 
autumn day is made to subsist with a note of melancholy, or with Shakespeare’s 
“How Like a Winter hath mine Absence Been,” where there is a responsible align¬ 
ment of the vicissitudes of love with seasonal change, or with Edna St. Vincent 
Millay’s “The Cameo,” which gives a coherent rendering of something like the 
specific theme of the Wilcox poem. 

4 Richards’ very proper concern for the pernicious social effects of bad art 

seems to be as well served by this account as by his own: the reader who asks only 
that certain of his stock responses be titillated, who is content with certain “con¬ 
ventional, stereotyped maladjustments,” is a reader who is oblivious to the kind of 
incoherence that characterizes the Wilcox sonnet. Such a reader will be baffled by 
the incoherence of H. D.’s “The Pool,” but the incoherence of the Wilcox sonnet, 
because it mirrors his own distortions and oversimplifications, will probably be seen 
in quite other terms: as a clear and exalted vision of life. His inability to make sense 
of a poem—any poem—may well be coterminous with his inability to make sense of 
his own experiences; but with this latter problem wc move from the field of criti¬ 
cism proper into a consideration of education, ethics, and the analysis of popular 
culture. 

6 Principles , p. 24. 
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cates his belief in an organic theory of poetry. There are problems: in 
what sense can a part of a poem be regarded as the means to an end? 
I here is a sense, to be sure, in which all the parts of an organic whole may 
be regarded as reciprocally incans and ends. The head is a “means” to the 
functioning of the heart and the heart is a “means” to the functioning of 
the head. But within the poem, it is not clear how there can be ends and 
.means; the correct relation would seem to be that of parts to a whole. 

By 1934 Richards himself had become suspicious of this distinction. 
In Coleridge on Imagination he wrote: 

It is with deceptive ease . . . that the inquiry [into poetic mean¬ 
ing | divides into questions about the what and the how . Or into 
questions about the methods a poet uses and the feats he thereby 
achieves. Or into questions about his means and his ends. Or 
about the way of his work and the whither . c 

Though lie regards the division as for some purposes “necessary” and for 
other purposes “convenient,” lie warns that it tends to distort the whole 
meaning of the work bv abstracting “some component to be treated as its 
whither and to be set over against the rest as its way” 7 


VI 

The best-known and the most radical of Richards’ separations is, of 
course, that which he made between the emotive and the referential “uses 
of language.” s Richards denied to poetry any truth of reference and 
argued that the “truth” as applied to a work of art could mean only the 
“internal necessity” or “rightness” of the work of art: that is, whereas 
scientific truth has to do with correspondence to the nature of reality, 
artistic “truth” is a matter of inner coherence. 

The “Truth” of Robinson Crusoe is the acceptability of the 
things we are told, their acceptability in the interests of the ef¬ 
fects of the narrative, not their correspondence with any actual 
facts involving Alexander Selkirk or another. Similarly the falsity 
of happy endings to Lear or to Don Quixote, is their failure to be 
acceptable to those who have fully responded to the rest of the 
work. It is in this sense that “Truth” is equivalent to “internal 
necessity” or rightness. That is “true” or “internally necessary” 
which completes or accords with the rest of the experience. . . . 9 

c Coleridge on Imagination (New York, 1934), p. 198. 

7 Coleridge on Imagination , p. 199. 

8 Principles, pp. 261 ff. 

0 Principles , p. 269. 
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The “truth” of Robinson Crusoe or of King Lear, in short, has 
nothing to do with objective truth. The “effects of the narrative” which 
determine the “acceptability” of the “things we are told” are psycho¬ 
logical effects. The happy ending supplied by Nahum Tate for Lear is 
“false” because it is at odds with the rest of the play; the play as a whole 
is “true” only in virtue of giving rise to the proper psychological effects, 
in helping us, that is, to “order our attitudes to one another and to the 
world.” That is why “we need no beliefs” in order to read King Lear. 
Indeed, Richards goes much further and writes that “we must have 
[no beliefs], if we are to read King Leaf '; 1 for beliefs, with their claims 
to objective truth, would disturb the self-contained coherence, the “in¬ 
ternal necessity” which is the only “truth” that Richards will allow to 
the play. 

Such was Richards’ solution to the conflict of science and poetry: it 
is as drastic as it is neat. There could be no conflict for the good rea¬ 
son that there was no common ground upon which science and poetry 
(properly understood) could meet. They were held to utilize radically 
different aspects of language. 

There are, to be sure, certain things that Robinson Crusoe cannot 
do because they would violate our sense of his character as built up in 
the earlier pages. The happy ending that Nahum Tate clapped onto King 
Lear simply does not accord with the earlier parts of the play. And yet 
more would seem to be operative in forming our rejections than what 
is contained in previous chapters or previous scenes of a specific novel or 
play: we appeal to, and are influenced by, our whole previous acquaint¬ 
ance with human beings. When we decide that Crusoe cannot do this or 
that, we are relying upon our notions of human psychology—very gen¬ 
eral notions perhaps—but notions that refer to a world outside the form- 
mal limits of the art work itself. Even the world of Aesop’s fables or of 
the fairy tale or of “science fiction” has not cut all connections with a 
world of our experience. 

There would have been little debate it Richards’ severance of poetry 
from all “reference” had amounted to no more than saying that the 
reader of Shakespeare did not need to worry about the inaccurate Scot¬ 
tish history in Macbeth , or that the reader of Coleridge had no cause to 
be disturbed by such scientifically impossible descriptions as that which 
places a star within the nether tip of the moon. On this level, the sever¬ 
ance between poetry and history and poetry and science had been made 
by the ancients. But Richards, going further, seemed to be arguing that 
poetry was literally nonsense, though, for reasons bound up with his psy- 
chologistic theory, a peculiarly valuable kind of nonsense. It was diffi¬ 
cult for critics like Allen Tate and John Crowe Ransom to see how one 

1 Science and Poetry (London, 1925; 2nd ed. 1926), p. Gj. 
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could deny all truth to poetry, and yet at the same time argue in the 
fashion of Matthew Arnold that “poetry could save us.” 


VII 

Yet the temptation to make such severances and separations as Richards 
makes is stubbornly persistent in modern criticism. A striking instance 
occurs in the work of Ransom himself. Earlier in this chapter we have re¬ 
ferred to Ransom’s denial that there can be any “fusion” of “experiences 
that ordinarily repel one another” 2 —as that notion is held either by Rich¬ 
ards or by Eliot. 

Ransom drew a crucial distinction between the texture and the struc¬ 
ture of a poem. The texture of a poem is constituted of its rich local 
values, the quality of things in their “thinginess.” The structure is the 
“argument” of the poem. It gives the poem such shape as it has; it regu¬ 
lates the assemblage of sensory data, providing order and direction. Sci¬ 
ence has, properly speaking, no texture; it is content with pure structure 
and exhibits no rich particularity. A poem, on the other hand, has a tex¬ 
ture and a structure. Though the texture is strictly irrelevant to the logic 
of the poem, yet it does after all affect the shape of the poem; it does 
so by impeding the argument. The very irrelevance of the texture is thus 
important. Because of its presence we get, not a streamlined argument, 
but an argument that has been complicated through having been hin¬ 
dered, and diverted, and having thus had its very success threatened. In 
the end we have our logic, but only after a lively reminder of the aspects 
of reality with which logic cannot cope. 

A main source of Ransom’s dissatisfaction with Richards’ theory was 
its affectivity, and Ransom stressed the cognitive element in his own the¬ 
ory. But his would have to be described as a kind of “bifocal” cognitive 
theory: poetry gives us through its structure and texture, respectively, 
knowledge of universal and knowledge of particulars. Poetry is the com¬ 
plement of science which, restricting itself to universals, can mirror only 
a world of abstractions. Ransom hands over the realm of the universals 
to science, and in effect retains for poetry no more than an apprehension 
of particulars. 

There are some problems here: are the two knowledges on the same 
level? Can they be kept from fusing? Or do they function intermittently, 
and if they do, is there any reason why they should occur in connection 
with each other? Ransom has rejected any notion of the union of the 
levels as an impossible oil-and-water mixture: neither component will 
dissolve into the other. What he proposes would have to be described as 


2 See ante p. 622. 
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a sort of emulsion—the little droplets of local “knowledge” suspended 
in, and diffused through, the other “knowledge” of universal. 

[The imagination] presents to the reflective mind the particu¬ 
larity of nature; whereas there is quite another organ, working 
by a technique of universals, which gives us science . 3 

On a strict interpretation. Ransom would seem to confine the imagination 
to such matters as the reflection of odors, tactile impressions, tone, colors, 
and other sensations, leaving out larger patterns such as those woven by 
the “moral” imagination. 

The doctrine of the irrelevance of the texture poses another formid¬ 
able problem. Yvor Winters has asked why, in view of the irrelevance 
of all texture, one “irrelevant” detail should be preferred to another . 4 
Would not one texture do for-any given poem as well as another? Mar¬ 
vell’s “To his Coy Mistress” is, in terms of Ransom’s thesis, the fine poem 
that it is because the lover’s argument runs such an obstacle race before 
it can come to its conclusion But Winters conjectures that in terms of, 
such a theory as this, Crashaw’s poem “The Weeper” would prove to be 
a finer poem still, its argument being even more bescttingly impeded by 
the irrelevance of its texture . 5 Irrelevance, he urges, is irrelevance. To ar¬ 
gue that some forms of irrelevant detail are more suitable to the poem 
than other forms of irrelevant detail would be to admit that irrelevant 
was not, after all, the proper term. 

Ransom’s theory that “impeding” the argument gives poetry’s special 
knowledge of particularity finds a parallel in Eastman’s notion that the 
hyperconsciousness achieved in poetry comes through “obstruction.” As 
was noted earlier in this chapter, Eastman assumes that the function of 
art is to heighten consciousness. The artist does this by stimulating a re¬ 
sponse and yet obstructing it. To invoke an analogy: putting on a coat 
is a largely automatic action; we need not be conscious, and usually are 
not fully conscious, of what we are doing. But if the lining of the sleeve 
is torn and the action of thrusting the arm through it proves unexpect¬ 
edly difficult, we become intensely aware of what we are doing. And so: 

[Art] must arouse a reaction and yet impede it, creating a ten¬ 
sion in our nervous systems sufficient and rightly calculated to 
make us completely aware that we are living something—and 
no matter what.® 

3 The World's Body (New York, 1938), p. 156. 

4 The Anatomy of Nonsense (1943)1 included in and reprinted from In De¬ 
fense of Reason by Yvor Winters by permission of the publisher, Alan Swallow. 
Copyright 1937 and 1947 by Yvor Winters, pp. 537 - 9 - 

5 In Defense of Reason , pp. 538-9. 

0 The Literary Mind, p. 205. Richards has made considerable play with the care¬ 
less abandon of Eastman’s “and no matter what.” He points out that if one ties a man 
down and then approaches him brandishing a red-hot poker—stimulating and yet 
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To pursue this parallelism between Ransom and Eastman: Eastman 
asserts that the “impractical identifications” made by metaphor and the 
“luxury of surprising and rich adjectives and figurative expressions . . . 
do not help to explain like maps or illustrations, but rather obscure the 
meaning of the sentence in which they occur.” 7 Ransom has been care¬ 
ful to make his details of texture “impractical,” and to show that, from 
the point of view of prose discourse, they are a “luxury”; yet he insists 
that it is just because they are impractical, that they force us to take in 
the rich particularity of experience. But Eastman’s theory of poetry is 
frankly affective and psychologistic . 8 

On closer examination, the function that Ransom accords to “state¬ 
ment” or “structure” in poetry resembles very closely that accorded to 
statement in poetry by Richards. Richards makes it plain that referential 
statements in poetry are not important in themselves, though they fre¬ 
quently occur and indeed usually must occur “as conditions for, or stages 
in> the ensuing development of attitudes”—the elements that are impor¬ 
tant . 0 Likewise Ransom stresses the fact that a poem cannot do without 
structure (i.e., a determining argument): the human mind is so consti¬ 
tuted that it has to have an argument to follow. But the arguments of 
most poems, Ransom concedes to be, in themselves, usually dull affairs ; 1 
we follow the pathway of the argument really for the sake of the details 
that border the path. We arc tempted to pick a daisy or to investigate an 
oddly shaped bush (the elements of “texture”). We keep returning to the 
path and eventually arrive at our elected destination, but we arrive hav¬ 
ing seen the country—as we would not have had we kept to the strait 
and narrow path of science. The incidental details give the journey its 
value . 2 For Ransom as well as for Richards, the statements made in the 
poem are im portant only in so far as they are a means to somethin g else. 

impeding a response—one will produce a spectacularly heightened consciousness but 
scarcely anything that can be called an. Sec The Philosophy of Rhetoric (New 
York, 1936), p. 124. 

7 The Literary Mind , p. 183. 

8 Kastman’s praise for Richards amounts to commendation for his serious effort 
to apply psychology to criticism. Eastman has little patience with the actual results. 
He finds in Richards- “harmonious equilibrium of impulses” no “foundation of aes¬ 
thetics.” If perchance we do find in a work of art a “reconciliation of our conflicting 
impulses,” then that particular art “besides being art . . . is for us a kind of medi¬ 
cine” ( The Literary Mind , p. 205). But most art is not, and no art need be, medicinal. 
In general Eastman deplores Richards’ attempt to regard the scientific (the refer¬ 
ential) apart from the emotive. A scientific interpretation of an event (c.g., that the 
snake in the path is not a garter snake but a copperhead) can evoke as much emotion 
and make the percipient jump as quickly as a merely “emotive” interpretation—be¬ 
sides being a better basis for proper action ( The Literary Mind , p. 302). 

0 Principles of Literary Criticism , p. 267. 

'The paraphrase of a poem, Ransom writes] “is a fair version of the logical 
structure,” and since the paraphrase of even a fine poem usually reveals an undis¬ 
tinguished and commonplace argument, he concludes that the structure is not the 
valuable clement of the poem. 

2 The New Criticism , p. 73, and pp. 184-5. 
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Ransom’s justification of poetic structure, no less than Richards’, 
rests upon an appeal to psychology: that is, human beings demand at 
least an apparent argument; we will not swallow our local detail neat. 
Ransom remarks that “it is hard to say what poetry intends by its odd 
structure,” and the makeup of poetry, as he has described it, is odd— 
so odd that one must despair of accounting for it in terms of any 
entelechy of its own. Only the cravings of the human psyche can account 
for it, and Ransom, in a later phase of his theory , 3 came to seek for the 
explanation in Freudian psychology. The conscious and reasonable ego 
flourishes upon neat and tidy orderliness, but the unconscious id requires 
the concrete and unpredictable particulars for its sustenance. Poetry thus 
ministers to the health of the mind, and Ransom’s later position tends to 
approximate in some features the earlier position of Richards. This fact, 
taken together with the counter-fact that Richards, in his own later criti¬ 
cism, has moved toward a cognitive position, is eloquent testimony to the 
difficulties inherent in any critical theory which begins by slicing apart 
value and knowledge—whether it be Richards’ cutting the emotive use 
of language free from the referential or Ransom’s cutting the valuable 
illogical “texture” free from logical “structure.” The critic may indeed 
make refinements that push his theory nearer to a cognitive view, but in 
so far as the value of the poem is something that cannot be figured forth 
in the poetic meaning before us, psychology will have to be called in, ei¬ 
ther at the beginning or at the end, to justify the irrational elements in 
which the value has been made to reside. 

Ransom’s appeal to Freud is, however, somewhat startling in view 
of the embarrassing simplicity of Freud’s own theory of literature as of¬ 
fering a kind of surrogate gratification, a theoiy touched upon briefly 
earlier in this chapter . 4 But it ought to be observed that Freud’s concept 
of the mind and of its workings has exerted a profound influence^ even 
upon critics who are quite willing to dismiss Freud’s specific literary 
theory as inadequate. Lionel Trilling, for example, who admits that Freud 
has said “many clumsy and misleading things about art,” and remarks that 
Freud “eventually . . . speaks of art” with “what we must indeed call 
contempt ,” 5 nevertheless has urged us not to underestimate the value 
of Freud’s contribution to literary criticism. 

VIII 

There is a certain propriety in ending this chapter as we began it with 
some observations upon Freud, the more so since those made in the open- 

3 Sec in particular two articles in The Kenyon Review, IX (Summer and 
Autqmn, 1947). Nos. 3 and 4. 

4 See ante p. 611. 

3 The Liberal Imagination, p. 42. 


631 I. A. Richards: A Poetics of Tension 

ing pages could scarcely do justice to his influence. We owe to Freud a 
whole new psychological vocabulary—the Id, the Ego, the Super-ego, 
transference , and repression are only a few of its terms—a vocabulary 
which reflects a new conception of the psyche and its functioning. In 
elucidating the symbolic content of dreams and the way in which the 
“dream-work” is performed—through condensation , substitution , and 
displacement —and in calling attention to typical motifs (like the Oedipus 
Complex) which recur in literature, Freud has enlarged our notions of 
the richness and complexity to which a literary symbol may attain. In his 
concept of the over determination or multiple relevance of accurately 
used language, Freud has paralleled such more specifically literary con¬ 
cepts of ambiguous verbal riches as those which we shall consider in 
succeeding chapters. Trilling’s summary of Freud’s accomplishment on 
this level is probably not overstated: 

In the eighteenth century Vico spoke of the metaphorical, imag- 
istic language of the early stages of culture; it was left to Freud 
to discover how, in a scientific age, we still feel and think in fig¬ 
urative formations, and to create, what psychoanalysis is, a sci¬ 
ence of tropes, of metaphor and its variants, synechdoche and 
metonymy . 6 

The value of the tools with which Freud has supplied the literary 
critic ought indeed to be acknowledged, even though the tools are at the 
mercy of the tool-users, and they in turn are at the mercy of whatever 
literary theory they may hold. A new “science of tropes” does not nec¬ 
essarily provide a new theory of literature. Suffice it to say that up to 
this time most Freudian critical studies have devoted themselves to psy¬ 
choanalyses of the artist 7 while making very questionable assumptions 
about the nature of his accomplished work, or else they have occupied 
themselves with the effect of the work upon the reader and have thus 
tended to move off into studies in reader psychology. 

The most fruitful and intensive application to literature of some¬ 
thing like a new “science of tropes” has in fact come out of the influence 
of Richards rather than that of Freud, and this fact itself serves to point 
a difference between Richards’ affectivism and Freud’s. (That some of 
the most brilliant “Freudian” critical studies have been written by critics 
like William Empson, who are even more deeply indebted to Richards, 
G The Liberal Imagination , p. 53. 

7 See, for example, Ernest Jones, Hamlet and Oedipus (London, 1911), in which 
he attempts to probe into “the deeper working of Shakespeare’s mind.” Trilling’s 
criticism of Jones’s assumption is to be found in The Liberal Imagination , pp. 48-51. 
Sec also Daniel E. Schneider, The Psycho-Analyst and the Artist , (New York, 1950); 
and Ernest Kris, Psychoanalytic Exploration hi Art , (New York, 1952). Dr- Kris 
makes the comment (p. 286) that “Literary critics seem of late weary of the intrusion 
of psychoanalysis. However politely, they assert—and rightly so—their independ¬ 
ence,” 
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tends to confirm this point.) As Susanne Langer has put it: to make all 
art a natural self-expressive function like dream and “make-believe” 
tends to put good art and bad art on a par. “One does not say of a sleeper 
that he dreams clumsily, nor of a neurotic that his symptoms are care¬ 
lessly strung together; but a poem may certainly be charged with inepti¬ 
tude or carelessness.” 8 Richards, on the other hand, has from the begin¬ 
ning focused attention upon the problem of discriminating good art from 
bad and he has to a remarkable degree, sometimes one feels in spite of 
his own more extravagant theories, stressed the organic structure of the 
work itself. 


SUPPLEMENT 

Selection will be sure to take care of itself, for it has a constant motive 
behind it. That motive is simply experience. As people feci life, so they will 
feel the art that is most closely related to it. This closeness of relation is what 
we should never forget in talking of the effort of the novel. Many people speak 
of it as a factitious, artificial form, a product of ingenuity, the business of 
which is to alter and arrange the things that surround us, to translate them 
into conventional, traditional moulds. This, however, is a view of the matter 
which carries us but a very short way, condemns the art to an eternal repeti¬ 
tion of a few familiar cliches , cuts short its development, and leads us straight 
up to a dead wall. Catching the very note and trick, the strange irregular 
rhythm of life, that is the attempt whose strenuous force keeps Fiction upon 
her feet. In proportion as in what she offers us we see life without rearrange¬ 
ment do we feel that we arc touching the truth; in proportion as we see it 
with rearrangement do we feel that we arc being put off with a substitute, 
a compromise and convention. It is not uncommon to hear an extraordinary 
assurance of remark in regard to this matter of rearranging, which is often 
spoken of as if it were the last word of art. Mr. Besant seems to me in danger 
of falling into the great error with his rather unguarded talk about “selection.” 
Art is essentially selection, but it is a selection whose main care is to be typical, 
to be inclusive. For many people art means rose-coloured window-panes, and 
selection means picking a bouquet for Mrs. Grundy. 

—Henry James, The Art of Fiction (New York, 1948), pp. 16-17 


Irony arises when one tries, by the interaction of terms upon one another, 
to produce a development which uses all the terms. Hence, from the stand¬ 
point of this total form (this “perspective of perspectives”), none of the par¬ 
ticipating “sub-perspectives” can be treated as either precisely right or precisely 
wrong. They are all voices, or personalities, or positions, integrally affecting 

8 Feeling and Form (New York, 1953), p. 245. 
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one another. When the dialectic is properly formed, they arc the number of 
characters needed to produce the total development. Hence, reverting to our 
suggestion that we might extend the synecdochic pattern to include such re¬ 
versible pairs as disease-cure, hero-villain, active-passive, we should “ironically” 
note the function of the disease in “perfecting” the cure, or the function of 
the cure in “perpetuating” the influences of the disease. Or we should note that 
only through an internal and external experiencing of folly could we possess 
(in our intelligence or imagination) sufficient “characters” for some measure 
of development beyond folly. 

People usually confuse the dialectic with the relativistic. Noting that the 
dialectic (or dramatic) explicitly attempts to establish a distinct set of char¬ 
acters, all of which protest variously at odds or 011 the bias with one another, 
they think no further. It is certainly relativistic, for instance, to state that 
any term (as per metaphor-perspective) can be seen from the point of view of 
any other term. But insofar as terms are thus encouraged to participate in an 
orderly parliamentary development, the dialectic of this participation produces 
(in the observer who considers the whole from the participation of all the 
terms rather than from the standpoint of any one participant) a “resultant 
certainty” of a different quality, necessarily ironic, since it requires that all 
the sub-certainties be considered as neither true nor false, but contributory 
(as were we to think of the resultant certainty or “perspective of perspectives” 
as a noun, and to think of all the contributory voices as necessary modifiers 
of that noun). 

—Reprinted with permission of publishers from A Grammar of Motives 

by Kenneth Burke. Copyright, 1945, by Prentice-Hall, Inc. 

It is possible to interpret aesthetic response in a purely subjectivistic man¬ 
ner by denying that aesthetic quality actually characterizes the object of aware¬ 
ness. -The subjectivist admits that aesthetic response has psychological charac¬ 
teristics which distinguish it from other types of response. But he denies that 
some objects of awareness actually possess in greater or less degree an ob¬ 
jective aesthetic character of their own. He explains the apparent objectivity 
of aesthetic quality by saying that we unconsciously project our aesthetic feel¬ 
ings into the object of our awareness, and thus ascribe to it a quality which 
the object itself completely lacks. The subjectivist may admit that some ob¬ 
jects occasion this projection more readily than other objects, and that sonic 
aesthetic preferences are idiosyncratic, some more general, and some very 
widespread. But this fact is explained solely in terms of temperamental varia¬ 
tions, social habits, and cultural traditions, and not at all in terms of the 
presence or absence of an aesthetic quality in different objects of awareness. 
Aesthetic quality is thus asserted to be merely a function of aesthetic evalua¬ 
tion, and evaluation, in turn, is not conceived to be the discovery of an ob¬ 
jective quality in things. . . . 

Aesthetic quality is, I believe, as objective as the secondary qualities of 
color and sound, and may (following G. E. Moore) be entitled a tertiary 
quality. It is “objective” in the sense of actually characterizing certain objects 
of awareness and not others, and therefore as awaiting discovery by the acs- 
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thctically sensitive observer. It is correctly described as “objective” because it 
satisfies the generic criterion of objectivity, namely, coercive order. Aesthetic 
quality is apprehended by the aesthetically-minded observer as a quality 
which presents itself to him with compelling power; which characterizes dif¬ 
ferent objects in different degrees and in conformity to certain basic princi¬ 
ples; which he can rediscover on different occasions and explore as he ex¬ 
plores other objective qualities; and which other aesthetically sensitive observ¬ 
ers can also discover and investigate. 

I have adopted this position because it seems to me to do full justice to 
the sensitive layman’s and the thoughtful critic’s normal interpretation of the 
aesthetic experience, whereas the subjectivistic interpretation does unnecessary 
violence to this experience. . . . the burden of proof must rest with the icono¬ 
clastic philosopher. And no defense of subjectivism yet formulated seems to 
me to be compelling or even plausible. I shall therefore presume the objectivity 
of aesthetic quality in the following analysis. 

—Theodore Meyer Greene, The Arts and the Art of Criticism (Prince¬ 
ton, 1947), p. 4, by permission of Princeton University Press, Publishers. 


CHAPTER l8 


THE SEMANTIC 
PRINCIPLE 


§ Coleridge as a “semasiologist": bis verbal analyses of 
imaginative syntheses — Richards' practical criticism and 
its cognitive implications —//. Empson's concern for mul¬ 
tiplicity of meaning: his concept of ambiguity , his analyses 
of verbal structures , his psychologism , bis ultimate re¬ 
pudiation of Richards' “two uses of language "—///. Rich¬ 
ards' contextual theory of meaning — IV. the consequences 
of the contextual theory for rhythm and for the general 
interaction of words within a given context — Richards' 
definition of metaphor as a “transaction between contexts" 
— W. B. Stanford's account of metaphor as a “stereoscope 
of ideas" — V. Richards' “poetry of inclusion" related to bis 
contextual theory of meaning: the significance of irony in 
this connection , as interpreted by Richards , and by R. P. 
Warren — VI. the problem of the width of context prop¬ 
erly relevant to the discussion of a poem , and the related 
problem of “simplicity"—E. B. Burgum's method of ren¬ 
dering all poetry “complex" by viewing it in “sociological 
perspectives" — VII. Empsonian-Ricardian complexity and 
the protests it has evoked — VIII. its bearing upon lyric 
simplicity: its connection with the problem of simplicity 
as envisaged by Plotinus § 


R ichards’ interest in semantics 1 has been mentioned in the 
preceding chapter. In The Meaning of Meaning, written in col- 
L laboration with C. K. Ogden, the preferred term is “science of 
Symbolism.” Such a science, the authors believed, had now become pos- 

1 In Charles \V. Morris* terminology (sec Foundations of the Theory of Signs , 
Vol. I, no. 2 of The Encyclopaedia of Unified Science , Chicago, 1938) semantics 
proper involves the reference of a sign to its object. It* is a subdivision of the general 
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siblc largely through developments in psychology. * 2 The function of such 
a science would be to purify thinking of the errors and distortions forced 
upon it by the “Power of Words.” 

. . . words may come between us and our objects in countless 
subtle ways, if we do not realize the nature of their power. In 
logic . . . they lead to the creation of bogus entities, the uni- 
versals, properties and so forth. ... By concentrating attention 
on themselves, words encourage the futile study of forms which 
has done so much to discredit Grammar; by the excitement 
which they provoke through their emotive force, discussion is 
for the most part rendered sterile; by the various types of Vcr- 
bomania and Graphomania, the satisfaction of naming is real¬ 
ized, and the sense of personal power factitiously enhanced. 3 


But the power of words need not be merely negative; it can be posi¬ 
tive and beneficent, and to this positive power Richards turns in his Prin¬ 
ciples of Literary Criticism. That book “endeavours to provide for the 
emotive function of language the same critical foundation” as The Mean¬ 
ing of Meaning attempted to provide “for the symbolic [i.c., referen¬ 
tial].” 4 

Even in Richards’ earliest work his concern for semantic analysis—the 
subtle and elaborate examination of verbal complexities—is evident. His 
discussion of Coleridge will show how closely synacsthesis and seman¬ 
tics are in practice associated in Richards’ mind. Richards finds in Cole¬ 
ridge’s celebrated description of the imagination as a “synthetic and 
magical” power an early hint of the doctrine of synaesthesis. 5 Coleridge’s 
discussion of concrete instances of the “synthetic and magical power” re¬ 
veals him to be a semasiologist, that is, a man centrally concerned with 
“the meanings of words,” and as part of this concern, anxious to inquire 
into “the behaviour of words in poetry,” 15 Moreover, Coleridge’s account 
of the behavior of words in certain passages of Shakespeare’s Venus and 
Adonis provides admirable instances of poetic analysis. For example, 
Richards quotes Coleridge’s commentary upon the lines: 


Look! how a bright star shooteth from the sky, 
So glides he in the night from Venus’ eye. 


study of linguistics signs, which is semiotic. (The other subdivisions of semiotic arc 
the syntactical, having to do with the relations of linguistic signs to one another, and 
the pragmatic, having to do with the practical effects of such signs.) Richards oc¬ 
casionally makes use of the term semiology, and, as we shall see, he refers to Cole¬ 
ridge as a setnasiologist. 

2 The Meaning of Meaning (New York, 1923), n. 8. 

3 Meaning of Meaning, p. 45, by permission of the publisher, Harcourt, Brace 


and Company, Inc. 

4 See the Preface to the second edition of The 
6 Principles of Literary Criticism, pp. 242 ff. 

• Coleridge on Imagination, pp. xi-xii. 


Meaning of Meaning (1926). 
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Coleridge emphasizes the number of “images and feelings” that 

arc here brought together without effort and without discord— 
the beauty of Adonis—the rapidity of his flight—the yearning 
yet helplessness of the enamoured gazer. . . . 

And Richards, picking up the theme, enlarges further upon the intercon¬ 
nections among the various images . 7 

A great deal of Richards’ practical criticism, much of it incidental 
to the stared topic of discussion and scattered through his various books, 
is criticism of this kind. For an impressive body of such criticism, how¬ 
ever, it is convenient at this point to turn to the work of Richards’ pupil, 
William Empson. Empson's contributions to this kind of criticism arc 
more extensive than those of Richards and they are on the whole more 
daringly ingenious. They illustrate the substantial achievement of se¬ 
mantic analysis; they also reveal some of the problems that it raises. 


II 

Empsox, impressed bv the multiplicity of meanings revealed in an anal¬ 
ysis by Robert Graves and Laura Riding of Shakespeare’s sonnet “The 
Expense of Spirit in a Waste of Shame,” s set out to explore the applica¬ 
bility of this kind of analysis to English poetry in general. The result 
was the publication in 1930 of his brilliant study Seven Types of Am - 
bigitity. The choice of the term “ambiguity” was perhaps not altogether 
happy, for this term reflects the point of view of expository prose, where 
one meaning, and only one meaning, is wanted. The presence of a sec¬ 
ond or third meaning creates a puzzle. The man habituated to expository 
prose asks: which is the meaning? 9 Because the term “ambiguity” con¬ 
notes doubt and puzzlement, Philip Wheelwright has argued that we need 
a more positive term, and one that will suggest richness of meaning. He 
proposes plurisignation . l 

7 Coleridge on Imagination , pp. 82-3. M. H. Abrams in The Mirror and the 
Lamp (New York, 1953), P- criticizes Richards for translating "the difference 
between the products of the faculties [of fancy and imagination as distinguished by 
Coleridge 1 into that of the number of ‘links' or ‘cross-connections’ Between their 
‘units of meaning.' ” Cf. ante Chapter 18. 

s Robert Graves and Laura Riding, A Survey of Modernist Poetry (New York, 
* 9 2 9 )» 

11 So also with the literary theorists of the past, including Aristotle.. As W. B. 
Stanford points out in his Ambiguity in Greek Literature (Oxford, 1939)1 p- «, 
Aristotle was "inclined to consider all ambiguity as a perversion or failing of lan¬ 
guage instead of its natural and valuable quality. ... he allowed the danger of dia¬ 
lectical dishonesty in ambiguities to obscure their poetic value—and this even in his 
literary criticism.” Yet ambiguity is, in Stanford's words, “a natural, subtle and effec¬ 
tive instrument for poetry and dramatic purposes,” and for that reason it occurs very 
frequently in Greek literature. 

1 The Burning Fountain (Bloomington, 1954). P- 61. 
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Whatever the proper term, the phenomenon in question is one of 
multiple implication, as a typical passage of Fmpsonian analysis will re¬ 
veal: 

When a word is selected ns a “vivid detail,” as particular for gen¬ 
eral, a reader may suspect alternative reasons why it has been 
selected; indeed the aurhur might find it hard to say. When 
there arc several such words- there may be alternative ways of 
viewing them in order of importance. 

Pan is our All, bv him we breathe, we live, 

We move, we are; . . . 

But when he frowns, the sheep, alas. 

The shepherds wither, and the grass. 

(Ben Jonson, Pan's Anniversary) 

Alas , the word explaining which of the items in this list we are 
to take most seriously, belongs to the sheep by proximity and 
the break in the line, to the grass by rhyming with it, and to 
the shepherds , humble though they may be, by the processes of 
human judgment; so that all three are given due attention, and 
the balance of the verse is maintained. The Biblical suggestions 
of grass as symbolic of the life of man (“in the mornings it is 
green and groweth up; in the evening it is cut down, dried up, 
and withered”) add to the solemnity; or from another point of 
view make the passage absurdly blasphemous, because Pan here 
is James I. The grace, the pathos, the “sheer song” of the cou¬ 
plet is given by an enforced subtlety of intonation, from the 
difficulty of saying it so as to bring out all the implications . 2 

Empson’s classification of ambiguities into seven types is not, as he 
himself makes clear, to be pressed too hard. The types overlap and at 
points the definitions are highly arbitrary. Some such classification was 
apparently necessary to allow him to lay out his material and to provide 
him with a framework for the many acute analyses of particular poems 
—analyses which brought home to a whole generation of readers the fact 
of the manysidedness of language. That would be our perhaps biased way 
of disposing of the scheme itself, and of acknowledging the qualifications 
of his scheme that Empson himself has made. 

Empson has a general psychologistic bias which comes out clearly 
in such a passage as the following: 

Ambiguities of this sort [he has been discussing Shakespeare’s 
sonnet XVI] may be divided into those which, once understood, 

2 Quoted from the second edition of Seven Types of Ambiguity (New York, 
>947) t P« 2 7* All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission of the publishers, New 
Directions. 
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remain an intelligible unit in the mind; those in which the pleas¬ 
ure belongs to the act of working out and understanding, which 
must at each reading, though with less labour, be repeated; and 
those in which the ambiguity works best if it is never discov¬ 
ered. Which class any particular poem belongs to depends in 
part 011 your own mental habits and critical opinions. 3 

This is to classify in terms of the reader rather than the poem. The 
second kind of ambiguity (in which the “act of working out and under¬ 
standing . . . must ... be repeated”) would seem to be in fact merely 
an imperfectly apprehended version of the first kind. That is, if the labor 
of working out the meaning becomes, on further readings, progressively 
less, one might plausibly expect that it would eventually disappear. But 
it is for the third kind of ambiguity that Empson provides a completely 
baffling definition. Here the reader is required to be unaware that he is 
confronted with an ambiguity, for this third kind is said to work “best 
if it is never discovered.” What Empson has done is to classify three kinds 
of response—not three kinds of poems, but three grades of reading. 

Empson’s general psychologisric emphasis has an important negative 
bearing on the problem of evaluation. His “method” can obviously be 
applied to a poor poem just as easily as to a good one—a fact of which 
he himself is well aware. For example, in discussing Eliot’s criticism of 
the first stanzas of Shelley’s “Sky Lark,” he proceeds to show how the 
various images which Eliot believed to be unrelated could actually be re¬ 
lated; but he goes op to remark of his own analysis: 

At the same time the thought [in Shelley’s poem] seems ex¬ 
cessively confused; this muddle of ideas clogging an apparently 
simple lyrical flow may be explained, but it is not therefore jus¬ 
tified; and it is evident that a hearty appetite for this . . . type 
of ambiguity would apologise for, would be able to extract 
pleasure from, very bad poetry indeed . 4 

In at least one passage in Seven Types Empson does attempt to deal 
explicitly with the problem of value. An ambiguity is valuable, he says, 
and not merely a bothersome muddle “in so far as [it] ... sustains intri¬ 
cacy, delicacy, or compression of thought, or is an opportunism devoted 
to saying quickly what the reader already understands.” But ambiguity is 
a nuisance—Empson’s precise phrase is “not to be respected”—in so far 
as “it is due to weakness or thinness of thought,” when it “obscures the 
matter in hand unnecessarily,” or when, because it is so removed from 
the focus of interest, its presence gives the reader “a general impression 
of incoherence.” A valuable ambiguity is indeed a “plurisignation,” add- 

3 Seven Types (1947)* p. 57. The italics are ours. 

4 Seven Types (1947), p. 160. 
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ing richness and complexity to, but not obscuring, the structure of 
meaning. 

The foregoing justification of ambiguity reflects the strong cogni¬ 
tive tendency that runs throughout Empson’s criticism. Rut he lias other 
passages in which the cognitive clement is overshadowed or is suppressed 
in favor of other interests. Empson’s inveterate psychologism constantly 
makes him put such questions as these: Why would a reader of such and 
such a kind find this ambiguous? What historical circumstances make the 
18th-century reader, say, prone to take this rather than that as the pri¬ 
mary meaning? Did the poet put this in by design or by inadvertence? 
Indeed, Empson’s interest sometimes seems to be merely a curiosity as 
to what could be made of a particular passage if he simply gave his mind 
to the search for puzzles. His raccoon-like curiosity 5 perhaps goes a long 
way to account for the hostility toward Empson felt by many scholars 
and critics who have been able to see in his work only the naughtiness of 
the little boy who dismembers the clock in order to see what makes it go. 

In his latest book, 8 the psychologism continues as a dominant ele¬ 
ment. In the literary analyses that occupy him here, Empson sometimes 
works overtly in terms of author psychology, speculating upon the au¬ 
thor’s unconscious motivations, his private beliefs, his sense of what kind 
of rhetorical tricks he could play upon his audience; sometimes, in terms 
of audience response, examining the ideas that the particular audience had 
inherited, the literary conventions to which it had been conditioned, its 
sensitivity or its stupidity. In one very important regard, however, Com¬ 
plex Words makes a signal advance toward a cognitive position. In his 
very first chapter, Empson finds it necessary to reject Richards’ doctrine 
that the “Emotions of the words in poetry arc independent of the Sense.” 
In fact, Empson argues, whenever you find 

a case where there are alternative ways of interpreting a word’s 
action, of which one can plausibly be called Cognitive and the 
other Emotive, it is the Cognitive one which is likely to have 
important effects on sentiment or character, and in general it 
does not depend on accepting false beliefs. But in general it does 
involve a belief of some kind ... so that it is no use trying to 
chase belief-feelings out of the poetry altogether. 7 
5 Compare Marianne Moore’s lines on Kenneth Burke: 

and Burke is a 

psychologist—of acute, racoon¬ 
like curiosity. 

From “Picking and Choosing/* Selected ?oems (London, 1935). A reviewer of 
Eropson’s book complained that: “Quite a number of Mr. Empson’s analyses do not 
seem to have any properly critical conclusion; they are interesting only as a revela¬ 
tion of the poet’s, or Mr. Empson’s, ingenious mind.’’— Criterion, July, 1931. 
c The Structure of Cotnplex Words (New York, 1951). 

7 Complex Words, p. 10. All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission of the 
publisher, New Directions. 


641 The Semantic Prmciple 

Empson makes the further observation that by the time Richards had 
come to write The Philosophy of Rhetoric , Richards himself “seems to 
have dropped the idea that a writer of poetry had better not worry 
about the Sense”; indeed, in this book he finds Richards arguing “that 
the only tolerable w ay to read poetry is to give the full Sense a very 
sharp control over the Emotion .” 8 


III 

The comment upon the shift in Richards’ emphasis is just. In his Philos¬ 
ophy of Rhetoric (1936), Richards seems to have quietly laid aside the 
distinction between the referential and the emotive aspects of language 
and to have devoted himself to an account of a new rhetoric founded 
upon semantic analysis. 

. . . the old Rhetoric treated ambiguity as a fault in language, 
and hoped to confine or eliminate it[;] the new Rhetoric sees 
it as an inevitable consequence of the power of language and as 
an indispensable means of most of our important utterances— 
especially in Poetry and Religion. 9 

Richards admits that the ambiguity of words is not absolute; a con¬ 
dition of general conformity among users is a condition of communica¬ 
tion. “That” he writes, “no one would dream of disputing”; for lan¬ 
guage is a social fact as well as a part of personal experience. 1 Stable 
meanings derive from stable contexts. The meaning of a word like knife 
is rather stable, because the situations in which knife occurs are much the 
same. Stability may be imposed artificially. The stability of the meaning 
of mass as a technical term in physics has been established by limiting 
and specializing the contexts which we will take into account in using 
the word technically. Scientific terms arc thus limited by convention to 
one “right or good use”—one proper meaning that the term always and 
invariably bears. 

But this tidy arrangement, Richards goes on to say, is impossible 
outside of the technical language of the sciences, and most of our dis¬ 
course, including some of our most important discourse, is not tech¬ 
nically scientific. In nontechnical discourse, words “must shift their 
meanings.” If they did not, “language, losing its subtlety with its supple¬ 
ness, would lose also its power to serve us.” 2 The last sentence is worth 
careful inspection. Not only does Richards see ambiguity as normal; he 
8 Complex Words , p. 14. 

0 Philosophy of Rhetoric , p. 40, by permission of the publishers, Oxford Uni¬ 
versity Press, Inc. 

* Philosophy of Rhetoric , p. 54. 

2 Philosophy of Rhetoric , p. 73. 
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couples “suppleness” of language with “subtlety.” Terms that have lost 
their pliability, their capacity for being stretched or wrenched a little so 
as to apply to a new context, are no longer subtle terms. As terms become 
incapable of ambiguous use they become incapable of precise use. 

This view runs quite counter to our conventional notions of preci¬ 
sion of meaning, which are founded for the most part on the nature of 
scientific terminology. Richards had written much earlier in the Princi¬ 
ples that “Words, when used . . . scientifically, not figuratively . • • » 
are capable of directing thought to a comparatively few features of the 
more common situations,” 3 and he is making the same point here. Sci¬ 
entific language has its own kind of precision; but another kind of preci¬ 
sion, or if not precision, then “subtlety,” is required for “the topics with 
which all generally interesting discussion is concerned.” 4 

Richards extends this view of meaning to include rhythm. Poetic 
rhythm, he had already argued in Practical Criticism (1929), influences 
and is influenced by meaning: “. . . the difference between good rhythm 
and bad is not simply a difference between certain sequences of sounds; 
it goes deeper, and to understand it we have to take note of the mean¬ 
ings of the words as well.” 5 

We commonly think of rhythm as making a direct appeal to the 
emotions: a vigorous march is stirring, certain minor airs are plaintive. 
And, it should be pointed out, Richards does not take the extreme posi¬ 
tion of denying that the rhythm of a poem as such may have emotional 
efficacy. The actual sounds are important. They ace the stuff with which 
the poet works—comparable, one supposes Richards would say, to the 
“dictionary” meanings of the words that the poet uses. But the “actual 
sounds ... do not carry the whole responsibility for the rhythm.” And 
if we want to praise or condemn the rhythm of a particular poem, we 
shall not be able, except in the loosest sort of way, to deal with rhythm 
apart from meaning. 0 

Richards exhibits a phonetic dummy in nonsense syllables of Stanza 
XV of Milton’s “On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity.” He challenges 
the reader to find in the dummy the aesthetic virtues which are some¬ 
times ascribed to the “mere sound” of Milton’s stanza, including its “ex¬ 
pressiveness” as mere sound. If the reader of the dummy finds in it as a 

3 Principles, p. 131. 

4 Philosophy of Rhetoric , pp. 72-3. 

5 Practical Criticism (New York, 1929), p. 227. 

e In Practical Criticism , p. 229, Richards says that the rhythm that we admire 
and feel that we detect in the sounds themselves is something that we “ascribe” to 
them. Later, in Coleridge on Imagination , p. 119, he puts the matter in terms nearer 
those of Coleridge: “The movement of the verse becomes the movement of the 
meaning; and prosody, as a study of verse-form apart from meaning, is seen to be a 
product of unwary abstraction. In saying that ‘the sense of musical delight ... is 
a gift of the imagination,* Coleridge set aside the conventional conception to restore 
a wholeness to our view of the act of speech. . . .** 
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mere scries of sounds the phonetic virtue characterizing Milton’s stanza, 
then successful verse must be amenable to a formula, for one can make 
up such dummies ad infinitum. If, on the other hand, the reader protests 
that the dummy is not a phonetic replica of Milton’s sonnet, he is in re¬ 
ality arguing that the diifercncc in sound between the dummy and orig¬ 
inal is what deprives the dummy of all merit, ‘in which case,” Richards 
points out, the render “will have to account for the curious fact that just 
those transformations which redeem it as sound, should also give it the 
sense and feeling w c find in Milton. A staggering coincidence, unless the 
meaning were highly relevant to the effect of the form.” 7 


IV 

At this point it may be well to summarize some of the consequences of 
what Richards calls broadly a “context” theory of meaning. 

First, words intcranimatc one another. They arc qualified by the 
whole context in which they figure, and they bring to that context pow¬ 
ers derived from other contexts in which they have figured in the past. 
Much of modem criticism devoted to the “close reading of texts,” includ¬ 
ing that of Empson, illustrates the subtle and rich complex of meaning 
which a finely wrought poetic context can yield. 

Second, the problem of meaning—especially the meaning of a poem 
or drama or piece of fiction—is seen to be a matter not easily and sum¬ 
marily determined. It is not enough to seize upon one or two “state¬ 
ments” as indicating the thesis and to relegate everything else to the role 
of ornament or detailed illustration. “Statements” (such as “Beauty is 
truth” or “Ripeness is all”) may indeed bear importantly upon the mean¬ 
ing of the whole work and may in some instance summarize that mean¬ 
ing, but not necessarily: they are subject to all the pulls and attractions 
of the other elements of the work. 

Third, the poet necessarily tailor-makes his language as he explores 
his meaning. He does not (and cannot) “build up the meaning of his sen¬ 
tences as a mosaic is put together of discrete independent tesserae.” The 
senses of the author’s words are not such “fixed factors” as these. Instead, 
what we call the “meanings” of his words “are resultants which we ar¬ 
rive at only through the interplay of the interpretative possibilities of the 
whole utterance .” 8 

7 Practical Criticism , pp. 232-3. T. S. Eliot, following the main line of French 
symbolist doctrine, amrms the interconnection between rhythm and meaning quite 
as emphatically. In The. Music of Poetry (Glasgow, 1942), he writes (p. 13): “the 
music of poetry is not something which exists apart from the meaning. Otherwise, 
we could have poetry of great musical beauty which made no sense, and I have never 
come across such poetry.” 

8 Philosophy of Rhetoric, p. 55. 
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Fourth, the reader, like the writer, finds the meaning through a pro¬ 
cess of exploration. “Inference and guesswork!” Richards exclaims. 
“What else is interpretation? How, apart from inference and skilled 
guesswork, can we be supposed ever to understand a writer’s or speaker’s 
thought ?” 9 

Fifth, in the light of the context theory, metaphor is seen to be a 
typical instance of the merging of contexts. A metaphor is more than a 
mere “comparison” that illustrates a point, or recommends a doctrine by 
lending it an attractive coloring. A metaphor is the linchpin joining two 
contexts, contexts which may be quite far apart and, in conventional dis¬ 
course at least, utterly unrelated. The meaning achieved by a metaphor 
—and certainly by the most vigorous and powerful metaphor—is not 
simply a prettified version of an already stated meaning, but a new mean¬ 
ing in which imagination pushes itself forward and occupies new ground. 

Merc vividness has never been the aspect of imagery that has inter¬ 
ested Richards. He has countenanced neither Max Eastman’s quest for 
intense realization, nor even T. E. Hulme’s insistence that poetic language 
should “hand over sensations bodily.” Poetry’s inveterate concern for 
concrete particulars has for Richards a very different importance: con¬ 
crete particularity means heterogeneity; it means difference; and it in¬ 
sures the sort of confrontation of unlike elements that is necessary to pre¬ 
vent discourse from collapsing into literal statement. 

In fact, what determines that a given usage is metaphorical rather 
than literal is this linkage with a second context. As a test case, Richards 
instances Hamlet’s question: “What should such fellows as I do crawl¬ 
ing between earth and heaven?” Is crawling to be taken literally or meta¬ 
phorically? Metaphorically, Richards answers. A baby literally crawls, 
and, on occasion, a man may literally crawl, but here “there is an unmis¬ 
takable reference to other things that crawl,” such things as cockroaches 
or snakes. If we substitute for crawling , walking , or more decisively still, 
the more general word moving , we shut out the context of crawling crea¬ 
tures and the use becomes literal. Metaphors die into fixed and literal 
terms when habitual usage confines them to one context: the eye of a 
needle or the leg of a table have lost all metaphoric force. They are no 
longer what Richards calls metaphor, “a transaction between contexts.” 

This last definition has a bearing on the problem of triteness, a topic 
we have touched upon in an earlier chapter . 1 It would be oversimple to 
conclude that every trite expression has become so through simple repeti¬ 
tion. The attrition by repetition is only one, and perhaps not an essential, 
factor. Some expressions may attain triteness, and some have undoubtedly 
had triteness forced upon them, but some again are born trite. Even at a 
first hearing some phrases seem “shopworn.” On the other hand, many 

9 Philosophy of Rhetoric , p. 53. 

l Cf. ante Chapter 16, pp. 354-&>. 


645 The Semantic Principle 

readings do not impoverish Shakespeare’s King Lear . Even passages like 
Hamlet’s “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark,” which may be 
said to have had triteness forced upon them, slough off their triteness at 
once when set back into the context of the whole play. 

W. B. Stanford (whose Ambiguity in Greek Literature has been 
mentioned earlier in this chapter) calls metaphor a “stereoscope of 
ideas.” 2 Stanford offers this definition: 

The term metaphor is fully valid only when applied to a very 
definite and a rather complicated concept, viz. the process and 
result of using a term (X) normally signifying an object or con¬ 
cept (A) in such a context that it must refer to another object 
or concept (B) which is distinct enough in characteristics from 
A to ensure that in the composite idea formed by the synthesis 
of the concepts A and B and now symbolized in the word X, 
the factors A and B retain their conceptual independence even 
while they merge in the unity symbolized by X. . . . 3 

Stanford says that the objects or concepts related by the metaphor 
must be sufficiently “distinct” to retain conceptual independence. Con¬ 
sider such an example as the following: “The dog raged like a wild 
beast.” This sentence has almost no metaphoric force, for the dog, a 
tamed beast, is not sufficiently distinct from a wild beast. “The man raged 
like a wild beast” or “The sea raged like a wild beast” are poor enough 
as metaphor, but with the substitution of man or sea, a trace of meta¬ 
phoric power begins to be perceptible. 

Stanford’s own metaphor of a stereoscope insists upon this necessary 
maintenance of difference: only by keeping the two pictures distinct can 
the stereoscope use them to create a third thing, the depth picture, which 
is a “synthesis” of the two flat pictures, a picture in which the flat pic¬ 
tures may be said to “merge” but which is in fact a third thing, quite 
different from either. 

Metaphor “means” a third thing, different from the meaning of ei¬ 
ther of its terms taken in isolation. “The traditional theory,” notes 
Richards,, made metaphor seem to be only “a shifting and displacement 
of words,” whereas “fundamentally it is a borrowing between and inter¬ 
course of thoughts , a transaction between contexts .” 4 Metaphor is not 
merely “a grace or ornament or added power of language”; it is “its con¬ 
stitutive form .” 5 And again, “ Thought is metaphoric, and proceeds by 
comparison, and the metaphors of language derive therefrom.” 

2 Sec his Greek Metaphor (Oxford, 1936), p. 105, by permission of the publishers, 
Oxford University Press, Inc. 

3 Greek Metaphor, p. 101. 

1 Philosophy of Rhetoric, p. 94. 

5 Philosophy of Rhetoric, p. 90. 
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V 

We are invited to apply the contextual theory of meaning as elaborated 
by Richards in his Philosophy of Rhetoric to his earlier distinction be¬ 
tween a poetry of ‘‘exclusion’ 1 and a poetry of “inclusion.” * That which 
is “excluded” for the sake of unity, one might argue, is a different “con¬ 
text.” A sentimental love poem, to take an easy and obvious example, sys¬ 
tematically excludes from its context such matters as doctors’ bills, 
squalling babies, and the odors of the kitchen. Its unity depends upon 
the reader’s viewing it from a certain perspective and in a certain light. 
When the reader, because of the enlargement of the relevant context, is 
forced to view such a poem from a different perspective, the essential 
flimsiness of the poem is revealed. The altered perspective reveals that 
the recalcitrant and contradictory elements of the experience in question 
have not been taken into account—they have simply been ignored. The 
poetry of “inclusion,” on the other hand, systematically draws upon other 
and larger contexts. It has already made its peace with the recalcitrant 
and the contradictory. That is why it is, as Richards says, “invulnerable” 
to “ironic contemplation.” 

Thus might a sympathetic critic be expected to relate certain key 
terms of Richards’ earlier critical theory to the “context” theory elabo¬ 
rated in his Philosophy of Rhetoric . Such an interpretation of Richards’ 
views has the merit of implying a conception of irony congenial to that 
held by many critics of the present and of the recent past. For example, 
Henry James, in his Preface to The Lesson of the Master , declared that 
“operative” irony “implies and projects the possible other case” 7 —an ob¬ 
servation possibly echoed by T. S. Eliot in his definition of wit as involv- 
ing “a recognition, implicit in the expression of every experience, of 
other kinds of experience which are possible.” 8 Such also is the function 
of irony described in R. P. Warren’s “Pure and Impure Poetry” (1943)* 
The unwillingness to face up to the “other possible case” constitutes for 
Warren the characteristic weakness of the “pure” poetry that avoids on 
principle any manifestation of irony and witty intellection. 

Why, Warren asks, should a love poem, for instance, include in its 
make-up “self-contradictions, cleverness, irony, realism—all things which 
call us back to the world of prose and imperfection”? 0 He answers his 

G Cf. I. A. Richards, Principles of Literary Criticism (New York, 1929)1 p- 240, 
the discussion of metaphor as “the supreme agent by which disparate and hitherto 
unconnected things are brought together in poetry.” 

7 The Art of the Novel\ introduction bv R. P. Blackmur (New York, 1953), 
p. 222. 

8 “Andrew Alarvell,” Selected Essay j, p. 262. 

9 “Pure and Impure Poetry,” The Kenyon Review, V (Spring, 1943); reprinted 
in R. W. Stallman, Critiques and Essays in Criticism, 1920-1948 (New York, 1949). 
p. 86, by permission of the author. 
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question by making a comparison of three love poems: Tennyson’s 
“Now sleeps the crimson petal, now the white,” Shelley’s “Indian Sere¬ 
nade,” and Romeo and Juliet . The first two poems aspire to purity of 
effect: they “exclude” the sordid and the realistic. Romeo and Juliet does 
not: it “includes” the bawdy jests of Mercutio, just outside the. wall of 
Juliet’s garden, and it includes the earthy and common-sense nurse who 
also has her bawdy jests and who will offer her counsel of half-meas¬ 
ures and compromises. It is, as Warren puts it, as if the 

poet seems to say: “I know the worst that can be said on this 
subject, and I am giving fair warning. Read at your own risk.” 

Let us return to one of the other gardens, in which there 
is no Alercutio or nurse, and in which the lady is more sympa¬ 
thetic. Let us mar its purity by installing Mercutio in the shrub¬ 
bery, from which the poet was so careful to banish him. You 
can hear his comment when the lover says: 

And a spirit in my feet 

Hath led me—who knows how? 

To thy chamber window, Sweet! 

And we can guess what the wicked tongue would have to say 
in response to the last stanza. 

It may be that the poet should have made his peace early 
with Mercutio, and have appealed to his better nature. For Mer¬ 
cutio seems to be glad to cooperate with a poet. But he must be 
invited; otherwise, he is apt to show a streak of merry vindic¬ 
tiveness about the finished product . 1 

Warren, for the sake of making his point, has proposed to “install” 
Mercutio “in the shrubbery.” But in suggesting that poets should always 
make their peace with Mercutio, he implies that Mercutio is actually lurk¬ 
ing in Shelley’s poem all the time—and that he lurks in all poems. Mer¬ 
cutio, the implied argument runs, had best be invited for the simple reason 
that it does not lie in the poet’s power to keep him away. The many- 
sided complexity of reality and the nature of language are facts that have 
to be reckoned with: only technical language—that is, language that al¬ 
lows a systematically literal reading—would seem to offer a setting quite 
bare of any cover in which a Mercutio might lurk. Looked at in this fash¬ 
ion, the exclusions made by a poetry that strains after purity reveal them¬ 
selves as failures to develop and exploit latent meanings, meanings which, 
since they are in the words, must be brought to bear positively or else 
must be neglected in the hope that the neglect will not be noticed. In a 
poetry of “inclusion,” the metaphoric potentialities have been taken into 
account. They have been harnessed to support each other and to sustain 
1 Stallman, p. 88. 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 648 

the meaning of the whole. In a poetry of exclusion, the unrecognized 
and unused potentialities arc a threat to any superficial unity that the poet 
has established: a vigorous and imaginative reading brings these elements 
to life—to the distraction of the poem . 2 


VI 

Though Warren’s essay seems to invite even a further development along 
the lines we have just indicated, it is only fair to observe that an explora¬ 
tion in this direction would uncover a series of problems not fully solved 
in Warren’s essay, nor—for they arc substantially the same problems— 
solved in the work of Empson and Richards. 

A poetry capable of surviving an ironic contemplation must not, 
Warren would say, be purged of all “impurities” or, as Richards might 
put it, draw upon too narrow a context. Thus, these critics would seem 
to demand a certain complexity as the desideratum of any “good” poem. 
But, by insisting that poetry is a complex structure capable of richness 
(ambiguity) and toughness (irony), they have alarmed some readers by 
seeming to deny any value to simplicity. Their attack—or at least \Vhat 
those readers took to be an attack—upon a virtue so long honored by 
critics of all schools prompted sharp protests. But before looking di¬ 
rectly at such protests, it may be well to notice at this juncture a second, 
closely related problem. It may be called the problem of relevant con¬ 
text. 

This problem may be put as a question: against how wide a context 
should a given poem be read? A play like Romeo and Juliet obviously 
can appeal to, and make use of, much wider and richer contexts than any 
lyric can. What, in this connection, is the proper “magnitude” (if we may 
use Aristotle’s term) of an art work? How many competing contexts 
must be active in a lyric in order for it to be properly and sufficiently 
complex? 

Socially minded critics of our time sometimes dispose of the prob¬ 
lem by disposing of simplicity. The Marxist E. B. Burgum, for example, ar¬ 
gues 3 that there is no lyric so humble that it need be ashamed of its sim¬ 
plicity. There was nothing wrong with “Empson’s nlcthod,” but only 
with Empson’s “non-social use of it.” Burgum’s use of the method applies 
“sociological perspectives” to poetry. Even though the closing choral 

2 What happens in such a ease is analogous to what happens sometimes in bad 
prose when dead or benumbed metaphors, unwanted by the author who has failed 
to take their potentialities into account, waken into life, to the embarrassment of the 
whole passage. Such prose fares better under a superficial reading: it dare not in¬ 
vite, and may seriously suffer under, a vigorously imaginative reading. 

3 “The Cult of the Complex in Poetry,” Science and Society , XV (Winter, 

195 *)* 3 *“ 48 . 
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lines of Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound 4 present no evident ambiguity, 
a more careful consideration manages to reveal that they imply two 
Greek philosophical systems, the religious and the materialistic, in con¬ 
flict. Complexity enters “when it is recognized that the play is ending 
with this contradiction . . . unresolved.” Burgum urges “the fact that 
the simplest idea becomes complex when related to human experience.” 5 * 

The show-piece of the essay is Wordsworth’s lyric “She dwelt 
among the untrodden ways.” Though this poem, according to Burgum, 
would have to be regarded “in Empsonian terms” as simple and straight¬ 
forward, it actually involves all sorts of complexity: the speaker is re¬ 
vealed to be conscious of his moral isolation; Lucy herself turns out to 
be a neurotic personality ; 8 the value system as implied in the poem re¬ 
veals itself as that of an era of rapid social change, and so forth. But in 
distinguishing the complexity that he finds in this poem from any com¬ 
plexity “in the phrasing (as Empson would put it),” Burgum, of course, 
has given over any specific literary problem, or rather he has denied that 
any specific literary problem exists. He treats Wordsworth’s poem about 
Lucy as merely a document of the manners, morals, and value judgments 
of its age. The “problem of poetic meaning, like all problems of meaning, 
is fundamentally sociological .” 7 

Burgum, in his exploration of complexity, does not stop with the 
poem conceived as a unit. By relating it to that grand manifold “human 
experience,” he is able to propose that even a single line of poetry— 
his example is the Arnoldian touchstone “In his will is our peace”—is 
“complex.” He obviously might have gone further still, for it is evident 
that by this sort of method one will be able to show just as convincingly 
that a single word posscsses_“complexity.”For if Dante’s line about God’s 
will and our peace is “complex,” the word “God,” or the word “peace,” 
with its varying and manifold implications, is “complex” also. 


VII 

Most protests against Empsonian-Ricardian complexity have, however, 
stopped short of merging all poetic meaning into general psycho-socio- 

4 Tis Zeus who drivcth his furies 

To smite me with terror and madness. 

O Mother Earth all-honored, 

O Air revolving thy light. 

A common boon to all, 

Behold what wrongs 1 endure 

5 Science and Society , XV, 43. 

0 Burgum’s treatment of this poem makes the examples of the application of the 
historical method that we observed earlier in Chapter 24 seem very conservative in¬ 
deed. 

7 Science and Society, XV, 37. 


Literary Criticism: A Short History 650 

logical meaning. The protestants, indeed, have tended, when it came to 
a matter of the relevant context, to be strict constructionists. They have 
deplored Empson’s method, not because it is “non-social” but because 
they think it implies a license to read “anything one likes” into the text. 
Such was the nature of the protest made by F. L. Lucas in his Decline 
and Fall of the Romantic Ideal (1937).^ Another typical protest was that 
voiced by Donald Stauffer: critics 'who insisted upon the complexity of 
poetry were guilty of partial sympathies: they demanded that all poems 
be “original, spare, and strange” and thus disparaged verses written 
“with simplicity and sentiment.” 9 What, he asked, v/ould such critics do 
with the simple lyrics of a Wordsworth or a Blake? Or with the simple 
eloquence of the Psalms? 

There is often latent in such protests the misconception that a com¬ 
plex structure must necessarily reflect an equally complex intention on 
the writer’s part. The poem could not be so complex as Empsonian anal¬ 
ysis would make it, for that would argue that the writer was intolerably 
self-conscious. To this criticism, Richards and Empson would no doubt 
answer that it is naive to equate a theory of structure with a theory of 
composition. 

A second misconception reveals itself when someone offers a great 
line or a memorable passage of poetry as an example of how truly simple 
great poetry can be, forgetting that it depends for its power upon the 
great literary context from which it has been taken. Thus Herbert Mul¬ 
ler, echoing the method of Matthew Arnold, 1 has quoted brief memor¬ 
able passages from Shakespeare and Dante as proof of the poetic power 
to be found in the simple statement of a great master. 2 It may be hard 
for us to realize how powerfully the context of a great literary work may 
qualify our reading of a passage that we believe we are dealing with in 
isolation. Shakespeare’s “Ripeness is all,” for example, may seem mov¬ 
ingly eloquent because of its very naked simplicity, but if we repeat 
“Ripeness is all” to someone who really knows nothing of its context, 
especially if we divorce it from all literary contexts by speaking it casu¬ 
ally at a fruit-stand, we shall find that its eloquence has been lost upon 
our auditor. For him it will not be poetry at all.* 

8 “In a recent work with the apocalyptic title, Seven Types of Ambiguity, 
it has been revealed to an admiring public that the more ways a poem can be mis¬ 
understood, the better it is” (p. 228). 

9 “The Mesures Lectures,” Kenyon Review, IV (Autumn, 1942), pp. 412-13. 

1 Cf. ante Chapter 20. 

2 “The New Criticism in Poetry,” The Southern Review, VI (Spring, 194*), 
823. 

•The whole matter of context is rightly seen by historical critics to be very 
important. How much can one poem be isolated from the context of the authors 
work in general? (Blake's “Lamb” taken in isolation is not quite the same poem 
as when viewed as a part of a whole which is die Songs of Innocence; it becomes 
a third thing when paired with “The Tiger” and viewed as one half of a double 
poem.) 
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The problem of “simplicity” has its complications. They begin to 
emerge as soon as we notice how little a “simple” lyric differs in its gen¬ 
eral structure from a “complex” poem. Warren urges this consideration in 
the essay we have previously cited. He argues there very persuasively for 
a considerable complexity in “Western wind, when wilt thou blow,” a 
tiny four-line lyric usually celebrated as a pure cry of the heart. 4 


VIII 

An amusing illustration of the amount of complexity that may lurk be¬ 
neath a commonly accepted simplicity is provided by Laura Riding and 
Robert Graves. In their Pamphlet Against Anthologies , 5 published one 
year before their Survey of Modernist Poetry which was to send William 
Empson out upon his career of semantic analysis, 0 they set forth a de¬ 
tailed discussion of the complications of meaning to be found in Words¬ 
worth’s “A Slumber Did My Spirit Seal.” 

Convinced that William Wordsworth was too “simple” and straight¬ 
forward to have “meant” the logical contradictions that they found in 
his little poem, they experimented with a rewriting to correct Words¬ 
worth’s mistakes. 

The details [of the poem] arc even more illogical than the 
main argument. Apparently what Wordsworth has in his mind 
is that “I thought once she was non-human in a spiritual sense, 
but now she is dead I find her non-human in the very opposite 
sense.” But all the words have got misplaced. “Spirit” has got 
attached to Wordsworth [A slumber did my spirit seal] when 
it should go with Lucy; “no human” [/ had no human 
fears] likewise. There is a false comparison made between 
“A slumber did my spirit seal” and “She neither hears nor 
sees.” ’‘Trees” is an irrelevant climax to “rocks and stones.” 
“Thing” should not qualify the first Lucy [She seemed a thing 
that could not feel ] but should be with the second Lucy among 
the rocks and stones. . . . [The poem] would run more logi¬ 
cally, something like this: 

A slumber scaled my human fears 
For her mortality: 

Methought her spirit could withstand 
The touch of earthly years. 

4 “Pure and Impure Poetry , n Stallman, pp. 88-9. 

5 A Pamphlet Against Anthologies (London, 1928), by permission of the authors. 
c See ante p. 637. 
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Yet now her spirit fails, she is 
Less sentient than a free, 

Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course 
With rocks and stones and things . 7 

But the revision reduces the poem to a tidy emptiness: the loss 
of the rhymes is the very least of the losses incurred. Riding and Graves 
themselves prefer Wordsworth’s own version of the poem, arguing that 
in spite of its illogical details, it has not a “sublogical” incoherence but 
a “supra-logical harmony.” They justify the form that he has given to 
his poem by a kind of Longinian argument to the effect that the “in¬ 
ability of the mind to face the actual reality of death” mirrors itself 
here in the speaker’s “inability to get the right words to pair off in a 
logical prose manner ”; 8 i.e., the speaker’s very incoherence points to 
the depth of the emotional shock that he has suffered. 

But this would seem to be an unnecessarily desperate line of de¬ 
fense. For it can be argued that Wordsworth’s “misplacing” of words 
is the best placing of them. The apparent contradictions and violations 

of logic turn out to be in fact refinements of meaning and subtleties 

of statement. The lover, for example, is saying that Lucy’s present strange 
slumber has waked him out of his—out of that strange slumber in 
which he, unable to conceive that she could ever feel the “touch of 
earthly years,” had been indifferent to the possibility of her death. But 
now Lucy “feels” the touch of earthly years indeed in her very lack 

of feeling—in the numbing of hearing, sight, and her other senses at 

the touch of mortality. “No motion has she now,” and yet her inert 
body is hurled in violent motion, along with the stones and the trees, 
as the planet spins them all in the empty whirl that measures out each 
earthly day and each of the “earthly years .” 9 Be the proper justifica¬ 
tion of the poem what it may, Riding and Graves by their proposed 
revisions, clearly showed how far this “simple” poem departs from 
straightforward statement and how much it partakes of the ambiguous 
and the paradoxical. 

Semantic analysis such as that associated with Richards and Empson 
does seem to imply a value in complexity itself. The great poems reveal 
an organic structure of parts intricately related to each other, and the 
totality of meaning in such a poem is rich and perhaps operative on 
several levels. In terms of this view of poetic excellence, a principal 
task of criticism—perhaps the task of criticism—is to make explicit to 
the reader the implicit manifold of meanings. That this view implies a 
rejection of any simpliste notion of art is quite clear; yet it is only 

7 Pamphlet Against Anthologies, pp. 128-9. 

8 Pamphlet Against Anthologies, p. 129 

°For the detail of such an interpretation, see Cleanth Brooks, “Irony as a 
Principle of Structure,” Literary Opinion in America (New York, 1951), pp. 735-7- 
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fair to observe that there are senses of the term simplicity which the 
semantic critic does not need, and presumably does not want, to reject. 
In any case, the problem is not new. It goes back at least to Plotinus 
and the third century of our era. In an earlier chapter we noted that 
die term used for “simple” by Plotinus ( baplous) 

may describe either absence of internal differentiation (as with 
the simplicity or unity of a pebble) or precisely the opposite, 
a high degree of internal differentiation —in other words, or¬ 
ganic unity (as with the unity of a living body ). 1 

For the semanticist, it is no praise to say that poetry is simple in the 
first sense. The sheer simplicity of the pebble is to be despised; a high de¬ 
gree of “internal differentiation” is praiseworthy. Our modern semantic 
criticism has insisted upon its debt (as through Richards) to Coleridge, 
remembering his emphasis upon organic form. But it might properly 
also pay its respects to one of Coleridge’s masters, Plotinus. It might 
claim still another ancestor in the person of St. Augustine who wrote: 

Any beautiful object whatsoever is more worthy of praise in 
its totality as a whole than in any one of its parts. So great is 
the power of integrity and unity that what pleases as a part 
pleases much more in a unified whole.— Contra Manichaeos , 

I, 32 2 


SUPPLEMENT 

We, too, had known golden hours 
When body and soul were in tune. . . . 
And would in the old grand manner 
Have sung from a resonant heart. • 

But, pawed-at and gossipped-over 
By the promiscuous crowd, 

Concocted by editors 

Into spells to befuddle the crowd, 

All words like peace and love, 

All sane affirmative speech, 

Had been soiled, profaned, debased 
To a horrid mechanical screech: 

1 Cf. ante Chapter 7, p. 118. 

2 Cf. ante Chapter 7, p. 123. 
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No civil style survived 
That pandaemonium 
But the wry, the sotto-voce, 

Ironic and monochrome: 

And where should we find shelter 
For joy or mere content 
When little was left standing 
But the suburb of dissent. 

—“To Reinhold and Ursula Niebuhr,” from Nones by W. H. Auden, 

copyright 1951 by W. H. Auden. Reprinted by permission of Random 

House, Inc. 

In the celebrated description of cold weather in the beginning of The 
Eve of St. Agnes [ 11 . 14-16], the poet intensifies the cold with the added sug¬ 
gestion of silence and immobility. It is not a blustery north-wind that he has 
described, but the penetrating cold of a still, dead air. In the second stanza of 
the poem, Keats makes use of three puns, which, though often unnoticed , as¬ 
sist in the poetic fusion of ideas. 

In the first stanza he begins with the outside world. The sheep arc silent; 
and when the hare moves, it is in a limp, a cataleptic movement from one rigid 
posture to another. The poet then moves inside to the monk, in the attitude 
of prayer, or moving down the chapel aisle with the slow shuffle of age, 
a muffled noise which in the deserted chapel accentuates the stillness and the 
cold. 

Following the first quatrain of the second stanza, however, Keats moves 
away from all forms of life to the complete immobility of art, “the foster 
child of silence and slow time.” Each of three successive lines contains a pun, 
but so fused in the imagination arc the various suggestions of the three words 
that the reader is unaware of the poetic alchemy. The most obvious perhaps 
is “freeze” in line 14, which, while establishing the relationship of coldness 
with the stone figures, at the same time reemphasizes the immobility and im¬ 
prisonment of the “sculptured dead” by fixing them in a frieze along the chapel 
walls. 

In line 15, in “rails,” Keats undoubtedly has in mind a word derived from 
OE hr<egU “garment, dress, cloak,” which according to the NED was last used 
in this sense in the thirteenth century in “The Owl and the Nightingale.” 
The more obvious meaning of “rails” as bars strengthens the word “em- 
prison’d” and indeed has a suggestion of coldness; but “purgatorial rails,” or 
the bars which enclose purgatory, a place of punishment and unrest, suggest 
just the opposite of coldness and immobility, with which Keats is primarily 
concerned here. The other meaning of “rail” as a garment or a cloak has a 
subtle influence on the word “purgatory,” quieting any suggestion of restless¬ 
ness and torment, and presenting merely a picture of death and grave clothes. 

In line 16, the word “orat’ries” likewise carries a double meaning. In such 
a poem so particularly concerned with the terminology as well as the atmos¬ 
phere of the mediaeval church, “orat’rics” suggests other places of devotion, 
like the cold, deserted chapel Keats has just described, in which the knights 
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and ladies prayed in a dimmer and more distant time. However, with its 
qualifying adjective “dumb” the word takes on its more obvious meaning in 
the secular world. The “orat’ries” are the words that might have been spoken 
in the articulated prayers of the dead figures, but which, frozen in stone, re¬ 
main “dumb.” 

In the last two lines of the stanza, Keats returns to the monk to show the 
effect of the “sculptured dead” on his thin, meagre life. More than before, 
his weak spirit fails before the idea of death so subtly suggested in the cold 
silence of the chapel air. The three puns are not only inoffensive to the point 
of being unnoticed: they amplify beyond analysis the fused idea of still¬ 
ness and cold culminating in death, which Keats wished to establish in the 
beginning of the poem, as a counterpoint to the happier idea of mobility and 
warmth leading to life, which in the climax of the poem is expressed in the 
consummated love of Madeline and Porphyro. 

—Elmo Howell, “Keats’ The Eve of St. Agnes, 14-16,” The Explicatory 
XIV (February, 1956), No. 5, by permission of the editors. The italics are 
ours—with no real misgivings about the interpretation of them. 


Words can be effective only if they have a definite meaning. And what 
defines the meaning of a word is its undeniable correspondence with certain 
things, certain feelings, the fact that it necessarily pledges acts. Now this cor¬ 
respondence ceases to be arbitrary only by virtue of a unanimous agreement, 
which is to say that it can be brought about only in the midst of a living group 
or community. A common tradition, law, faith and authority alone are capa¬ 
ble of defining the meaning of what we call current words. But all these things 
have disappeared in our century. Then the words that circulate everywhere 
lead nowhere. Our language is out of gear . The more we speak the less we 
understand one another. Death alone can put everyone into agreement. 

The twentieth century will appear in the future as a kind of verbal night¬ 
mare, of delirious cacophony: people spoke more often than they had ever 
spoken (imagine those radio stations which can no longer be silent day or 
night, where words are delivered at so much per minute, whether or not there 
are listeners, whether or not there are things to say), a time when words wore 
out faster than in any century of History, a time of prostitution of language, 
which was to be the measure of the true, and of which the Gospel says that 
at its source it is “the life and the light of men!” 

Alas, what have we done with language! No longer able even to lie in 
certain mouths, language has fallen lower than the lie, I mean into insignifi¬ 
cance, How the Devil rejoices over the pleasant or excited chatter of the ra¬ 
dio-speakers! He, the great confusionist, who likes nothing better than flatter¬ 
ing equivocation, the drone of official style, the senile incontinence of aftcr- 
dinnel verbiage. He, the romantic, who, when we are stupefied by speeches, 
suggests to us that the inexpressible is perhaps truer than clear, sharp speech! 
. . . He knows that . . . by . . . debasing the meaning of words he destroys 
the very basis of our loyalties. He knows that wherever a spade is called a spade, 
evil recedes and loses something of its prestige; this is why he has invented the 
language of diplomats and its insane coyness. He knows that nothing in the 
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world can make us be silent, now that wc have the radio, and he takes up his 
post in all the microphones. He finally organizes that verbal inflation, words 
no longer being “covered” by acts, which he hopes, not without reason, will 
complete, more effectively than the worst tyrannies, the utter confusion of our 
moral sense. • • 

I was about to write that the only remedy would be to combat him with 
semantics , which is the science of meanings, of precise and shaded language, 
guaranteed by a long tradition and by etymologies. A Ministry of the Mean¬ 
ing of Words , endowed with discretionary powers—this is what a Democracy 
needs—since after all it is a regime entirely founded on words. 8 (This ministry 
was formerly the Church. An analysis of our vocabularies would show that the 
little common sense which they preserve comes from biblical and liturgical 
reminiscences.) 

—Denis de Rougemont, The Devil's Share , trans. Haakon Chevalier (Pan¬ 
theon Books, 1944), Chapter 64, “The Meaning of Words,” pp. 211-13, by 
permission of the publishers, Pantheon Books, Inc. 


3 The parliamentary regime, social contracts, laws, public opinion, free press, 
meetings, conferences. The monarchy was founded on ritual, consecrated formulae, 
plastic ceremony. Dictatorship is the regime of blows where speech has ceased to 
be anything but planned and directed lying. 
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ELIOT AMD POUND: 
AN IMPERSONAL ART 


§ Eliot's classicism: discriminated from that of Mat¬ 
thew Arnold and Irving Babbitt, its relation to the French 
symbolists and particularly to Remy de Gounnont — II. 
T. E. Hulme's classicism: his association of the classic view 
of man with the religious view, his indifference towards 
kinds of subject matter, his exaltation of craftsmanship, his 
stress upon metaphor and on the organic character of the 
poem — 111 . Pound's insistence that poetry should possess 
the virtues of good prose, his interest in the Chinese ideo¬ 
graph as a paradigm of the poetic method, and his stress 
upon poetry as a kind of “inspired mathematics" — IV. 
Eliot's doctrine of the impersonality of poetry, his associa¬ 
tion of the method of the rjth century il metaphysical" 
poets with that of the 19th century French symbolist poets 
— Eliot's theory of a “dissociation of sensibility" with its 
implications for a poetics of tension — V. his doctrine of the 
objective correlative—the attack upon that doctrine by 
Eliseo Vivas, and by Yvor Winters — VI. Winters' classi¬ 
cism: his indictment of the “fallacy of imitative form" his 
insistence upon the need for a rational structure, and his 
attack upon “qualitative progression" as a method for or¬ 
ganizing a poem — Vll. Winters' reprehension of irony as 
reflecting either the poet's carelessness or his irresponsi¬ 
bility: this view of irony contrasted with that held by 
Eliot and by Warren — VIII. Winters' criticism of modem 
poetry interpreted as a reassertion of the importance of 
“plot" and of dramatic organization—the bnplications of 
this view: the lyric as drama, metaphor as drama — IX. 
Eliot's doctrine of the impersonality of poetry reconsid¬ 
ered: the view that the poem has a “life" of its own, as 
interpreted by Eliot, and by Allen Tate § 
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W HEN T. S. ELIOT ANNOUNCED IN 1 92 8 THAT HE WAS A ROYALIST 

in politics, an Anglo-Catholic in religion, and a classicist in 
literature, the reaction was immediate and noisy. The revela¬ 
tion of his political and religious position elicited most of the cat-calls 
and solemn protests, but his profession of classicism drew its share too, 
mingled with expressions of honest bewilderment. For Eliot’s own poetry 
was surely “romantic,” was it not? And how could a poet who had 
obviously derived so much from the French symbolist poets of the 
19th century maintain with a straight face that he honored “classicism”? 

The line of descent from the classicism of Matthew Arnold to that 
of Eliot is certainly neither an evident nor an unbroken one. Of Arnold, 
Eliot has remarked that he “might have become a critic,” 1 but had in 
fact devoted his energies to “attacking the uncritical.” Though Irving 
Babbitt had been one of his teachers at Harvard, Eliot felt that Babbitt, 
like Arnold, had confused literary criticism with something else. Nei¬ 
ther Babbitt nor his fellow neo-Humanist, Paul Elmer More, Eliot had 
been forced to conclude, was “primarily interested in art.” Primarily 
they were moralists, and whereas he acknowledged that it was a 
“worthy and serious thing to be” a moralist, Eliot had had to write down 
Babbitt and More among his “Imperfect Critics.” 2 

Yet Eliot made it plain in his essay entitled “The Perfect Critic” 
(1920) that he did not consider that the proper alternative to moraliza- 
tion was impressionism. A critic like Arthur Symons, for example, under¬ 
took to give us his impressions of the work in hand; but Eliot points 
out that it is impossible for the critic to rest there; for “the moment 
you try to put the impressions into words, you either begin to analyse 
and construct, to ‘eriger en lois,’ or you begin to create something else.” 8 
By taking the second alternative, Symons produced, instead of a work of 
criticism, a prose poem about his own responses. 

Eliot had borrowed the phrase “ eriger en lois ” 4 from the French 
critic, Remy de Gourmont. The sentence from which it is taken serves 
as an epigraph for Eliot’s whole essay, and strikes its keynote: the true 
critic will strive to build his impressions up into laws. His impressions 
will be subjective and personal—how could they be otherwise?—but 
because he will try to refer them to principles he will move away from 
mere impressionism toward objectivity. Aristotle is for Eliot the clas¬ 
sic instance of such critical power, and of “all modern critics,” he 

1 “Introduction,” The Sacred Wood (1920), 2nd ed. (London, 1928), p. xiii, 
by permission of the author and of the publishers, Methuen and Co., Ltd. 

2 See “Imperfect Critics” (1920), The Sacred Wood, pp. 41-4. 

3 The Sacred Wood, p. 5. 

4 “Eriger en lois ses impressions personelles, e'est le grand effort d'un hovrme 
s > il est sincere ” occurs in Lettres ^ VAmazone (1914). 
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writes, “perhaps Remy de Gourmont [has] had most of the general in¬ 
telligence of Aristotle.” 5 * 

Eliot’s emphasis upon the “generalizing power” and upon the 
critic’s need to objectify gives the clue to his special kind of 
classicism. Of that we shall have more to say later in this chap¬ 
ter. But his collocation of the symbolist poet and critic, de Gour¬ 
mont, with Symons, the author of The Symbolist Movement in 
Literature , is in itself significant. It points to the fact that important “clas¬ 
sical” elements were to be found in a movement that it has been fash¬ 
ionable to regard as a “second wave” of Romanticism. Ezra Pound, 
Eliot’s friend and fellow literary revolutionist, said flatly: “De Gour¬ 
mont prepared our era; behind him there stretches a limitless darkness.” 
Despite the fact that he had his beginning “in the symbolistes,” de 
Gourmont becomes for Pound a restorer of “the light of the XVIIIth 
century.” 0 


II 

In this general connection one ought to mention another conspicuous 
champion of the classical virtues, T. E. Hulme, who was a companion of 
Pound’s in London during the years before the first World War, in which 
Hulme was to die in 1917. When Pound launched “Imagism” in 1912, 
one of his prime exhibits was a group of five short poems, devised by 
Hulme to illustrate a point in a literary discussion, and published by 
Pound half-jokingly as “the complete poetical works of T. E. Hulme.’ 
Between Hulme’s critical theory and de Gourmont’s there are numer¬ 
ous parallels, as Rene Taupin has shown; 7 and de Gourmont himself 
has commented upon the Imagist poets with special reference to their 
debt to the French symbolists: 

The English Imagists obviously proceed from the French 
Symbolists. One sees that first of all in their horror of the cliche, 
horror of rhetoric and the grandiose, of every oratorical and 
facile manner with which the imitators of Victor Hugo have 
always disgusted us; the precision of the language, the naked¬ 
ness of vision, the concentration of thought which they love 
to fuse in a dominant image. 8 

5 The Sacred Wood , p. 3. 

c “Remy de Gourmont: a Distinction followed by Notes” (19*9) « Instigations 
(New York, 1920), p. 169. 

7 U Influence du Symbolisme Frcmgais sur la Poesie Americaine , 1910-1920 (Paris, 
*929), pp. 84-5. 

8 La France , May 5, 1915; quoted by Taupin, p. 87. 
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Hulme published very little in his short lifetime. His Speculations 
(the source of all the passages that we shall quote below) did not appear 
until 1924. Much of his influence upon his contemporaries has there¬ 
fore to be referred to his lectures and conversations. (He and Eliot, 
by the way, had no personal contact.) It has been argued that Hulme’s 
actual influence upon his immediate generation was much slighter than 
our present-day reading of Speculations would suggest. 9 Yet the parallels 
between his position and Eliot’s are striking. 

Hulme, like Eliot’s Harvard teacher, Irving Babbitt, referred ro¬ 
manticism to Jean Jacques Rousseau’s notion that “man was by nature 
good, that it was only bad laws and customs that had suppressed him.” 
In the Romantic view man is “an infinite reservoir of possibilities” and 
not as in the classical view, a creature “intrinsically limited, but dis¬ 
ciplined by order and tradition to something fairly decent.” Hulme con¬ 
sidered the classical view to be “identical with the normal religious 
attitude.” 1 

The traditionalism of Hulme is thus much more thoroughgoing than 
that of Babbitt or of Arnold. It goes behind Babbitt’s “Humanism” and 
Arnold’s participation in the Victorian Compromise, and thus anticipates 
almost precisely Eliot’s criticism of Babbitt and Arnold. Hulme wanted a 
return to orthodox doctrine. His concern with religion had nothing to do 
with recapturing “the sentiment of Fra Angelico.” 

What is important, is what nobody seems to realize—the dogmas 
like that of Original Sin, which are the closest expression of 
the categories of the religious attitude. That man is in no sense 
perfect, but a wretched creature, who can yet apprehend per¬ 
fection. It is not, then, that I put up with the dogma for the 
sake of the sentiment, but that I may possibly swallow the senti¬ 
ment for the sake of the dogma. 2 

But the relation of such orthodoxy to Hulme’s views about actual 
works of verbal art might not be hit at first guess by an uninitiated 
person. Unlike Babbitt and unlike Arnold, Hulme is not marshalling 

°Ezra Pound, for example, writes: “Without malice toward T. E. H. it now 
[1938] seems advisable to correct a distortion which can be found even in portly, 
works of reference. The critical light during the years immediately pre-war in 
London shone not from Hulme but from Ford (Aladox, etc.) in so far as it fell 
on writing at all. ... It detracts no jot from the honour due Hulme that he had 
no monopoly of London literary life and did not crowd out other interests. . . . 
Hulme’s broadside may have come later as a godsend when published. I have no 
doubt that the bleak and smeary ‘Twenties 1 wretchedly needed his guidance, and the 

S iity is that he wasn't there in person to keep down vermin. . . .” (The Tovmsvian, 
anuary, 1938). Quoted from The Poetry of Ezra Pound , by Hugh Kenner (Nor¬ 
folk, Conn. 1951), pp. 307-9. • t 

1 Speculations (New York, J924), pp. 116-17, by permission of the publishers, 
Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc. 

2 Speculations, p- 7 1 * 
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ethical or religious views as a frame for a didactic theory of literature. 
On the contrary the classicism of Hulme is a form of objectivism 
which insists upon clear distinctions between ethical or religious doctrine 
and poetic composition. Hulme thought that poetry ought to recognize 
its limitations. In order to compete with religion poetry has to try to 
lug in the infinite, and the infinite in poetic form may be somewhat 
less than satisfactory. We encounter here mainly the emotions that are 
grouped round the word infinite.” We enter the area of “spilt religion, 
a certain romantic “damp.” 3 What Hulme is getting round to saying 
is that if ethics and religion themselves are firm, art too will enjoy its 
own kind of “dry hardness” 4 —not as a vehicle for, or simple statement 
of, ethics or religion, but as a human artifact taking shape in the same 
universe where ethics and religion are sustaining principles. Certain 
corollaries of this basic view form a cluster of doctrines which we 
shall see interacting rather tightly in the logic of the neo-classic 
criticism. 

(|) There is no such thing as a “poetic” subject matter. Hulme 
wants to knock out both Arnold’s high seriousness and the romantic 
distinction between fancy and imagination. “It doesn’t matter an atom, 
he says, “that the emotion produced is not of dignified vagueness, but 
on the contrary amusing.” 5 The Coleridgean “fixities and definites 
are apparently just what the poetic fancy should be occupied with. 
For “the great aim is accurate, precise and definite description.” 6 Fancy 
would be the proper faculty for producing the “cheerful, dry and 
sophisticated” verse that Hulme predicted was to come. 

(2) The business of the poet is not personal expression but craft. 
Hulme’s version of this doctrine is, looking toward the reader, an 
objection to the “sloppiness” which “doesn’t consider that a poem is 
a poem unless it is moaning or whining about something or other.’ 
The proper aim of the poet is to “get the exact curve of what he sees, 
whether it be an object or an idea in the mind.” 8 

(3) Poetry is a matter of images, metaphors. That much is entailed 
in the advice about accuracy just given. “Visual meanings can only be 
transferred by the new bowl of metaphor; prose is an old pot that lets 
them leak out. Images in verse are not mere decoration, but the very es¬ 
sence of an intuitive language.” 0 And so we are led to dwell on a dis¬ 
tinction between prose and poetry, and, borrowing some logical terms 
from Henri Bergson, to explain the difference as a difference between 
the “extensive” and the “intensive.” Prose—that is, the mode of intel¬ 
lectual exposition—the use of language properly made by writers of cook 

8 Speculations, p. 118. 1 Speculations, p. 126. 

4 Speculations, p. 126. 8 Speculations, p. 132. 

8 Speculations, p. 137. 9 Speculations, p. 135 - 

8 Speculations, p. 132. 
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books and legal constitutions and scientific treatises—deals with “ex¬ 
tensive manifolds.” Prose makes “diagrams, and diagrams are essentially 
things whose parts are separate one from another. The intellect always 
analyses—-when there is a synthesis it is baffled.” But poetry deals with 
“intensive” manifolds, and “to deal with the intensive you must use 
intuition,” 1 and hence “images,” which “are the very essence of an 
intuitive language.” 9 

(4) Finally; the complexity with which poetry deals is not 
mechanical but organic. Each “parr” of a poem is “modified by the 
other’s presence, and each to a certain extent is the whole.” 1 Hulme 
is bound to remind us here of the German romantics and Coleridge 
rather than of any classical or neo-classical source. His central 
essay, “Romanticism and Classicism,” indeed makes extensive refer¬ 
ence to Coleridge. Still Hulme does emphasize the art object more 
cleanly than Coleridge. And as we have seen he has a positive distaste 
for that expansive “genius,” or mind producing the art object, which 
was Coleridge’s chief distraction. Hulme is guilty of a good many ref¬ 
erences to the poet’s sincerity and to the zest which goes into his poetic 
activity—yet in the end he seems to refer these experiences to the 
actual poem and to want to find their validation there if anywhere. He 
is giving us on the whole the classical and objective version of or- 
ganicity, which to be sure is what appears in the Schlegels and other 
German “romantics,” if not in Coleridge. 


Ill 

Hulme’s training as a student of philosophy enabled him to provide 
a rather systematic account of the new classic reaction. By contrast, 
Ezra Pound’s most vigorous and most influential criticism is ad hoc and 
occasional. It has often taken the form of practical advice to other 
writers. Pound has not aspired to system-building; he has rather been 
concerned to “discover” a new author; to help him find his appropriate 
idiom; to preside over the formation of taste (one of his books bears 
the characteristic title, The ABC of Reading) ; to assist in the final re¬ 
vision of particular poems. (The most celebrated of these was Eliot’s The 
Waste Land , which is dedicated to Pound as II Miglior Fabbro .) 

Pound’s special critical emphasis reveals itself in a letter that he 
wrote in 1915 to Harriet Monroe: “Poetry,” he says, “must be as well 
written as prose” a sentiment to be echoed by Eliot in his Introduction 
to Samuel Johnson’s The Vanity of Human Wishes . In the same letter 
Pound went on to specify the “prose” virtues that he had in mind: 

9 Speculations, p. 13 5 - 

1 Speculations, p. 139 * 
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There must be no book words, no periphrases, no inversions. 

It must be as simple as De Maupassant’s best prose, and as hard 
as Stendhal’s. . . . Rhythm must have meaning. It can t be 
merely a careless dash off, with no grip and no real hold to 
the words and sense. . . . 

There must be no cliches, set phrases, stereotyped journalese. 

The only escape from such is by precision, a result of con¬ 
centrated attention to what [one] is writing. . . . Objectivity 
and again objectivity, and expression: no hindside-beforeness, 
no straddled adjectives (as “addled mosses dank”), no Ten- 
nysonianness of speech; nothing—nothing that you couldn’t, in 
some circumstance, in the stress of some emotion, actually say .” 2 

For Pound, content and expression are coterminous. In a good poem, 
where every word performs its function, there is no room for an idle 
ornament or a vague expression or a mechanical and irrelevant rhythm. 
Form is expressive of meaning: ideally, form is meaning . 3 “Great litera¬ 
ture,” Pound writes, “is simply language charged with meaning to the 
utmost possible degree.” 4 

Pound’s ideal poetry has the “simplicity” (the economy) of good 
prose; and it has the “hardness” of good prose—as opposed to the 
vague and imprecise feeling that he like Hulme associated with “roman¬ 
tic” poetry. But poetry has in addition its own characteristic devices 
for rendering its meanings. Principal among them is something which 
Pound connects with the method of the Chinese ideogram . 5 

Pound was fascinated with the concrete particularity apparently 
enjoined by the Chinese written character. In reading Chinese, it 
seemed to him that one was not attending to a mere “juggling [of] men¬ 
tal counters,” but was “watching things work out their fate.” How 
did the Chinese write “A'lan sees horse”? 

. . . the Chinese method follows natural suggestion. First stands 
the man on his two legs. Second, his eye moves through space: 
a bold figure represented by running legs under an eye, a modi¬ 
fied picture of an eye, a modified picture of running legs but 
unforgettable once you have seen it. Third stands the horse on 
his four legs . 0 

2 Letters of Ezra Pound , ed. D. D. Paige (New York, 1950)* PP* 4^9i by per¬ 
mission of the publishers, Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc. Compare Coleridges 
amusingly similar remarks in his Biographia Literaria , Chapters I and XVIIL 

3 Cf. Croce’s position, ante Chapter 23. 

4 “How to Read” (1929), Polite Essays (Norfolk, Conn., 1939)» P- i 6 7* 

*By 1913 Pound had encountered the writings of Ernest Fenollosa and in 
1919 edited Fenollosa’s “The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry. 
This work was reprinted in Instigations (New York, 1920). 

* Instigations, p. 363. 
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Whether in any workable language the discrete elements could 
retain so much of their original integrity may perhaps be questioned. 
A comparison with English (which is a manifold of dead metaphors 
that resist all but the most unremitting attempts to resuscitate them) 
will be hardly reassuring. But in any case the Chinese ideogram pro¬ 
vided Pound with a screen upon which to make a vivid projection of 
his ideal for a poetic language. 

In such a language, the grip upon concrete particulars remains 
firm. The language resists a tendency (to which Pound believes the 
modern Western reader is particularly prone) either to slip into woolly 
abstractions or to take abstractions to be themselves things. The ideo¬ 
graphic method of juxtaposing picturable elements not only seemed 
to inhibit shallow and oversimple abstractions: it allowed a skilful artist 
to define with subtlety and precision what he wanted to say: not this, 
and not that, but precisely this . 

Pound’s ideographic method is, of course, metaphoric in essence 
and Pound acknowledges as much: “[The ideographic] process is 
metaphor, the use of material images to suggest immaterial relations.” 7 
But it is not hard to see why Pound would welcome a new term, one 
which would avoid the notions of refinement and decoration that adhere 
to the term metaphor , and which would allow him to stress function 
and structure. The ideograph is an arrangement of concrete particulars; 
there is a confrontation of these, yielding not a denatured abstraction, 
but a precise concrete experience. In constructing his ideograph, the 
poet is as “impersonal” as the scientist. “Poetry,” Pound wrote in 1910, 
“is a sort of inspired mathematics, which gives us equations, not for 
abstract figures, triangles, spheres, and the like, but equations for the 
human emotions.” 8 


IV 

It was Eliot, however, who brought this matter of impersonality 
squarely to the attention of his generation. In “Tradition and the In¬ 
dividual Talent” (1919), Eliot stated the position with almost shock¬ 
ing emphasis: 

the poet has, not a “personality” to express, but a particular 
medium, which is only a medium and not a personality, in which 
impressions and experiences combine in peculiar and unex¬ 
pected ways. Impressions and experiences which are important 
for the man may take no place in the poetry, and those which 

7 Instigations, p. 37 6. 

9 The Stirrit of Romance (London, 1910), p. 5. 
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become important in the poetry may play quite a negligible part 
in the man, the personality. 0 

Such an “impersonal” conception of art is almost belligerently 
“anti-romantic.” It focuses attention, “not upon the poet but upon the 
poetry.” It thus emphasizes the art object as such. It represents a re¬ 
turn to something like Aristotelian theory. Hardly since the 17th century 
had a critic writing in English so resolutely transposed poetic theory 
from the axis of pleasure versus pain to that of unity versus multiplicity. 1 

The relations among the parts that make up the art work become 
the important matter for critical investigation. That relationship is con¬ 
ceived to be complex. Eliot even suggests that the work of art is to be 
regarded as an organism, alive with a life of its own. Thus, in the In¬ 
troduction to the 1928 edition of The Sacred Wood , he writes: 

We can only say that a poem, in some sense, has its own life; 
that its parts form something quite different from a body of 
neatly ordered biographical data; that the feeling, or emotion, 
or vision, resulting from the poem is something different from 
the feeling or emotion or vision in the mind of the poet, 2 

Such an emphasis was bound to bring down upon Eliot the 
charge that he had reduced the poet to an automaton who secreted 
his poem in some unconscious and brainless way, and that he had thus 
committed himself to the most “romantic” theory possible. We shall 
notice some of these attacks upon Eliot's theory of art a little later in 
this chapter. But for the moment we are concerned to round out a little 
further Eliot’s “classicism,” particularly in its more general aspects. For 
Eliot, as for Pound, the essence of poetry is metaphor; but the special 
insights that he brings to metaphor come, not from Chinese picture 
writing, but from the French symbolist poets of the 19th century and 
from the English “metaphysical” poets of the 17th. 

Eliot refused to be upset by the notorious “conceits” of a Donne 
or a Herbert; their admitted failures did not impugn their successes. 
As for Dr. Johnson’s criticism that these poets “yoked by violence 
together” the “most heterogeneous ideas,” Eliot remarked that “a de¬ 
gree of heterogeneity of material compelled into unity by the opera¬ 
tion of the poet’s mind is omnipresent in poetry.”* He accepted the 

9 Selected Essays , 1917-1932 (New York, 1932), p. 8. Cf. also from the same 
csszy (p. 11) “The emotion of art is impersonal. And the poet cannot reach this 
impersonality without surrendering himself wholly to the work to be done,” and 
(p. 10) “Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; 
it is not the expression of personality, but an escape from personality.” Ren£ 
Taupin has pointed out (pp. 212-15) the derivation of these notions from Remy de 
Gourmont’s Probleme du Style . 

1 Cf. ante Chapter 7, p. 134. 

2 The Sacred Wood (1928), p. x. 

8 “The Metaphysical Poets,” Selected Essays , p. 243. 
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incongruity of the elements as inevitable: the perennial problem of 
the poet was to unite what resists unification; the skilful poet was the 
poet who could turn to positive account the very resistances set up by 
his materials. 

Eliot found in the bold and often strenuous figurative language 
of the metaphysical poets the necessary means for achieving “a direct 
sensuous apprehension of thought, or a recreation of thought into feel¬ 
ing.” 4 He saw that the problem of “acceptable” metaphor was con¬ 
tinuous with the general problem of poetic unity. Thus he writes: 

A thought to Donne was an experience; it modified his sensibil¬ 
ity. When a poet’s mind is perfectly equipped for its work, it 
is constantly amalgamating disparate experience; the ordinary 
man’s experience is chaotic, irregular, fragmentary. The latter 
falls in love, or reads Spinoza, and these two experiences have 
nothing to do with each other, or with the noise of the type¬ 
writer or the smell of cooking; in the mind of the poet these 
experiences are always forming new wholes . 5 * 

This power to “amalgamate disparate experience” was not limited 
to the metaphysical poets. It was possessed by the great Elizabethan 
dramatists. Dante possessed it. And coming nearer to our own time, 
Eliot discerned in some of the French symbolist poets “a method curi¬ 
ously similar to that of the ‘metaphysical poets’. . . . Jules Laforgue 
and Tristan Corbiere in many of his poems, are,” he declared, “nearer 
to the ‘school of Donne’ than any modern English poet.” 0 

Any lapse of this power to “amalgamate” results in the separation of 
thought and feeling, the poetic and the unpoetic, form and content. As 
applied to figurative language, it has the effect of making metaphor 
non-stractural, a mere echo of the thought (illustration) or emotional 
excess baggage (ornamentation). A high point of his praise of Andrew 
Marvell is that Marvell’s best verse satisfies “the elucidation of Imagina¬ 
tion given by Coleridge: ‘This power . . . reveals itself in the balance 
or reconcilement of opposite or discordant qualities. . . .’” 7 In terms 
reminiscent of Hulme, Eliot speaks of Marvell’s “bright, hard preci¬ 
sion,” which, as achieved by Marvell, does not render his poetry less 
but more serious. Marvell’s poetry, with its serious wit, challenges Cole¬ 
ridge’s distinction between the fancy and the imagination, for many of 
the devices in Marvell’s poetry that Coleridge would have to range under 

4 Selected Essays , p. 246. 

5 Selected Essays , p. 247. 

0 Selected Essays , pp. 248-9. 

7 “Andrew Marvell,” Selected Essays , p. 258. In the same essay Eliot remarks 
that “in the verses of Marvell . . . there is the making of the familiar strange, and 
the strange familiar, which Coleridge attributed to good poetry.” 
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fancy are actually used to achieve effects that show the full power of 
the imagination. 


V 

Eliot’s thoughts about an impersonal art arrived at their most cele¬ 
brated formulation in an essay entitled “Hamlet and his Problems ’ 
(19*9). Eliot wrote: 

The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by 
finding an “objective correlative”; in other words, a set of ob¬ 
jects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula 
of that particular emotion; such that when the external facts, 
which must terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emo¬ 
tion is immediately evoked. 8 

The phrase “objective correlative” has gained a currency probably 
far beyond anything that the author could have expected or intended. 
With the advantage of hindsight, it is easy to see why; the notion of an 
objective correlative puts the emphasis firmly upon the work itself as a 
structure. Since the poet cannot transfer his emotions or his idea from 
his own mind directly to his readers, there must be some kind of mediation 
—“a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events.” It is through these that 
the transaction between author and reader necessarily takes place. This 
is where “what the author has to say” is objectified, and it is with the 
shape and character of this object that the critic is properly concerned. 
For this object is the primary source of, and warrant for, the reader’s 
response, whatever that may be; and it is also the primary basis for what¬ 
ever inferences wc may draw about what it is that the “author wanted 
to say.” 

Yet the doctrine of the objective correlative is a kind of summation of 
what Eliot, along with Hulme and Pound, derived from the theory 
and practice of the French symbolists. The symbolists had argued that 
poetry cannot express emotion directly; emotions can only be evoked. 
And their studies had canvassed the various means by which this can be 
done. Baudelaire maintained that every color, sound, odor, conceptual¬ 
ized emotion, and every visual image has its correspondence in each of 
the other fields. Alallarmc, insisting that poetry was made, not of ideas, 
but of words, 9 devoted himself to exploring the potentialities of words 

8 Selected Essays , pp. 124-5. This notion is perhaps anticipated by Pounds 
phrase “equations for the human emotions’ 1 : cf. ante p. 664. 

9 Degas tried to write sonnets and complained to Mallarinc that he was un¬ 
successful, despite all the ideas he had. “You don't write poems with ideas, my dear 
Degas,” said Mallarme, “but with words.” P. Valery, ‘Poesie ct Pensee Abstraite 
in Variete V (Paris, 1945), p. 141. 
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conceived as gesture or as modes of emotive suggestion, and treated the 
interplay of words as a kind of ballet or a kind of “musical” organization. 
To name an object was to destroy three-quarters of the delight proper 
to a poetic evocation of it. Pound, in making acknowledgement of 
“the great gifts of ‘symbolisme,’ ” mentions specifically “the doctrine 
that one should ‘suggest’ not ‘present.’ ” 1 

The doctrine of the “objective correlative” places a thoroughly 
anti-Romantic stress upon craftsmanship; but Eliot, in the way in which 
he argues it, manages to involve himself in the language of expressionism. 
This expressionism and the “language of the emotions” have come in for 
a vigorous overhauling by the philosopher Eliseo Vivas . 2 

Eliot has implied that Shakespeare knew in advance the particular 
emotion for which Hamlet was to be the “correlative,” and has implied 
further that the reader (or auditor) ought to feel this particular emotion 
too, if the play is to be considered successful. But Vivas contends that in 
fact the poet only discovers his emotion through trying to formulate 
it in words. What the poet “really felt could only be expressed precisely in 
and through the poem, which is to say that he had to discover it through 
the act of composition .” 3 It is impossible that the reader should ever feel 
the same emotion as the poet did, and there is no reason why he should. 
A poem expresses less than the emotion with which the poet began, but 
it also expresses much more. It expresses “all that which the poet pre¬ 
sents objectively in it for apprehension .” 4 Among the elements making up 
the poem-object, 

there are some that we find easier to denote. . . . through the 
terms which we use to denote emotions. But I see no reason 
to assume that all else in the poem is put there merely to arouse 
an emotion in us or to bring about its objective denotation. 
Surface, formal, and ideational elements are all in their own 
right of intrinsic interest. And while the emotion expressed is 
also of interest, it is not, and it should not be, of chief or exclusive 
interest to the reader . 5 

Vivas is confident that such objections have “devastating” conse¬ 
quences for Eliot’s “critical approach”; and with special regard to the 
theory about Hamlet, that judgment may well be correct. As regards 
Eliot’s general position, however, Vivas’ criticism is a pruning operation 
that lops off excrescences but can hardly affect the main branches of the 
theory set forth in “Tradition and the Individual Talent.” “Poetry is 

1 Make It New (New Haven, 1935), p. 187. 

2 “The Objective Correlative of T. S. Eliot,” The American Bookman, Winter, 
1944; reprinted in Creation and Discovery (New York: The Noonday Press, 1955)* 
Reprinted by permission of the author. 

3 Creation and Discovery , p. 184. 5 Creation and Discovery, p. 188. 

4 Creation and Discovery, p. 188. 


669 Eliot and Pound: An Impersonal Art 

not a turning loose of emotion. ... it is not the expression of person¬ 
ality, but an escape from personality .” 6 “Honest criticism and sensitive 
appreciation are directed not upon the poet but upon the poetry.” 7 
Eliot is at times inconsistent, but he seems never to subscribe seriously 
to the notion that the poet’s main job is to hand over to the reader 
some determinate content, whether an emotion or an idea, or that 
the poet’s effectiveness is to be measured by the success of this trans¬ 
action. On the contrary, the weight of Eliot’s prestige has been thrown 
behind a quite antithetical conception: an anti-Romantic, “impersonal” 
art, in which the claims of the art-objegt, with all their complexity and 
indeterminacy have first consideration. A less vulnerable statement of 
the objective correlative might be found in another of Eliot’s essays, that 
“On the Metaphysical Poets”: “[The metaphysical poets] were, at best, 
engaged in the task of trying to find the verbal equivalent for states of 
mind and feeling .” 8 The phrase “states of mind and feeling” has the 
merit of minimizing the notion of some pure emotion, personal to the 
poet, with which the reader is to be directly infected. 


VI 

Other attacks on Eliot, notably those of Ransom and Yvor Winters, 
have rested upon more fundamental disagreements. Ransom found Eliot’s 
criticism too psychologistic, too much concerned with affective experi¬ 
ence and too little cognitive.® Eliot’s classicism, in short, was not classical 
enough. This was in part Winters’ criticism; but Winters’ classical reac¬ 
tion, which harks back to that of Irving Babbitt, has in it a strong 
ethical ingredient. Winters castigates romanticism not merely for its 
murky indefiniteness but for its moral delinquency. Indeed he regards 
one as an aspect of the other . 1 

In the first place, Eliot’s acknowledgement that the poem has in 
some sense a life of its own seems to Winters a concession that goes 
far toward making the poet merely an automaton . 2 And this is very bad 
for poetry. 

The artistic process is one of moral evaluation of human experi¬ 
ence, by means of a technique which renders possible an evalua¬ 
tion more precise than any other. The poet tries to understand 

his experience in rational terms, to state his understanding, and 

6 Selected Essays , p. io. 

7 Selected Essays , p. 7. 

8 Selected Essays , p. 248. 

9 Cf. ante Chapter 27. 

1 Compare the position of Tolstoy: see ante Chapter 21. 

2 Ransom makes the same point: “This is very nearly a doctrine of poetic 
automatism 1 ’ {The New Criticis 7 n , p. 152). 
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simultaneously to state, by means of the feelings which we at¬ 
tach to words, the kind and degree of emotion that should 
properly be motivated by this understanding . 3 

Since the poet is making an evaluation, he mus.t remain fully in control 
of his poem; there must be no French-symbolist nonsense about letting 
the reins lie loose upon the horse’s neck, allowing him to find his own 
way. Eliot trusts Pegasus too far when he writes: “I do not deny that 
art may be affirmed to serve ends beyond itself; but art is not required 
to be aware of these ends. . . 4 The poet must be aware of where he 

is going; it is not enough for him merely to try to “find the verbal 
equivalent of states of mind and feeling.” Those states of mind and feeling 
must be judged and evaluated. 

Winters charges that Eliot was too often content merely to reflect 
the disorder and incoherence of the age. Instead of mastering his ex¬ 
perience and judging it, he simply mirrors it. To do this is to fall into 
what Winters has called the “fallacy of expressive, or imitative, form; 
the procedure in which the form succumbs to the raw material of the 
poem .” 5 * The modern poet would justify the formlessness of his poem 
by saying that he is writing about a chaotic and disordered age. But on 
the basis of such reasoning as this one could argue that the proper way 
to write a poem about madness is to make the poem itself insanely 
irrational, and the proper way to write about dulness is for the poet to 
make his Dunciad as dull and sleep-provoking as possible. 

Winters has urged his indictment relentlessly. Eliot’s Waste Land 
betrays in its “limp” rhythms Mr. Eliot’s own “spiritual limpness.” e 
Likewise Pound’s “Hugh Selwyn Mauberly,” St. John Perse’s Anabase, 
and Joyce’s Ulysses —all are found guilty in some degree or other of the 
fallacy of imitative form. Even a poet like Marianne Moore, whom Win¬ 
ters credits with “unshakeable certainty of intention” 7 as distinguished 
from the romantic ironist’s “moral insecurity,” reveals in her poetry some 
of the weaknesses of imitative form. 

Fortunately, one does not have to endorse Winters’ applications of 
his principle in order to endorse the principle itself. Winters is clearly 
right in pointing out that confusion cannot be rendered by confusion; 
the negative, by the presentation of a slice of negation. This insight has 
allowed him to put with special cogency several questions having to do 
with the structure of poetry: what is the minimum coherence required 
of a poem and by what structural methods is that coherence to be at¬ 
tained? 

3 In Defense of Reason , p. 464. 

4 “The Function of Criticism,” Selected Essays, p. 13. 

5 Primitivism and Decadence (1937), included in In Defense of Reason p. 41* 

e/n Defense of Reason , p. 22. 

1 1 n Defense of Reason, p. 71. 
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The poem must have a rational structure, for it is the rational struc¬ 
ture that controls the emotion. The rational statement made by the poem 
is the “motive” for the emotion. Winters, to be sure, does not demand 
that the poem have an explicitly logical organization: it is enough that 
it be “implicitly rational.” The test is whether the poem “can be para¬ 
phrased in general terms .” 8 The last phrase does a great deal to remove 
the rigor from Winters’ prescriptions. If the terms of the paraphrase be 
general enough, then any poem that “makes sense” can be paraphrased, 
including many poems to which Winters would deny a rational structure. 
Ezra Pound, for instance, has denied Winters’ charge that he has aban¬ 
doned “logic in the Cantos.” Much depends upon what person is to 
apply the test of paraphrasability. 

The rational statement that the poem makes—however necessary 
in Winters’ scheme—is not the essence of the poem. Winters himseif 
cites a poem in which the rational content as such says quite the reverse 
of what the poem taken as a whole “says .” 9 The “moral attitude” that 
Winters insists the poem shall present is defined not by the “logical 
content alone” but by the feeling as well, and “the feeling is quite specific 
and unparaphrasable.” Yet however indirect the influence of rational 
structure, it has its final importance, and Winters’ censure of Eliot boils 
down to the charge that he gives “primacy ... to the emotions.” 1 

Certain structural methods yield poems that cannot be paraphrased. 
Many of our modem poets, laying aside such time-honored methods 
for organizing a poem as Repetition, Logical Method, and Narrative, 
have used what Winters calls “Pseudo-reference” and “Qualitative Pro¬ 
gression.” Pseudo-reference pretends to rational coherence (by retain¬ 
ing the “syntactic forms and much of the vocabulary of rational coher¬ 
ence”) 2 but it is not really coherent. Qualitative Progression goes further 
and abandons even the pretence of rational progression. It is an attempt 
to build poetry out of the “connotative” (i.e., the suggestive) aspects of 
language alone, and it actually results in merely a blur of “reverie.” 

In Qualitative Progression, the transition from image to image is 
governed by mood: the principle of coherence is that of feeling. Qual¬ 
itative Progression occurs in traditional poetry, to be sure, but only as 
an ancillary to the basic method of progression, not as the basic method 
itself. For example, in Shakespeare 

the qualitative progression ... is peripheral, the central move¬ 
ment of each play being dependent upon . . . the psychology 

of the hero, or narrative logic, and so firmly dependent that oc- 

*ln Defense of Reason, p. 31. 

•See his discussion of Allen Tate’s “The Subway,” In Defense of Reason 9 
pp. 19-20, 

1 In Defense of Reason, p. 469. 

2 In Defeme of Reason, p. 40. 
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casional excursions into the rationally irrelevant can be managed 
with no loss of force, whereas in [Eliot’s] The Waste Land the 
qualitative progression is central: it is as if we should have a 
dislocated series of scenes from Hamlet without the prince him¬ 
self, or with too slight an account of his history for his presence 
to be helpful. The difference between Mr. Eliot and Mr. Pound 
is this: that in The Waste Land, the prince is briefly introduced 
in the footnotes, whereas it is to be doubted that Mr. Pound 
could manage such an introduction were he so inclined . 3 

Beneath Winters’ polemics lurks an important distinction that de¬ 
serves a clear restatement: emotions may be presented in one of two basic 
ways. The poet can give the reasons for his hero’s emotion, “motivating” 
the emotion by giving us the events which produced it, or the poet can 
define the emotion through a symbol or a series of analogies. One method, 
of course, does not exclude the other. Shakespeare can give us the series 
of dramatic events that prompt Hamlet’s puzzled disgust with himself, 
but he can also, and does, allow Hamlet to find an analogy for his feelings: 
“O what a rogue and peasant slave am I!” Winters censures the modern 
poet for relying too exclusively upon the second method: he moves in 
an aimless and random reverie from image to image with only a kind of 
stream-of-consciousness connection between the images. The result is 
vagueness and obscurity. “The great discovery of the French symbolists,” 
remarks the author of a recent book on Pound, “was the irrelevance, 
and hence the possibility of abolition, of paraphrasable plot.” 4 It is just 
this abolition that Winters censures. 


VII 

Winters has defined a third structural method that he regards as rep¬ 
rehensible. He calls it progression by Double Mood (i.e., by ironic 
qualification). He regards Lord Byron as the first poet to use this method 
on a “pretentious scale,” but Jules Laforgue and Tristan Corbicre yield 
striking instances of it in modern poetry. In this kind of progression, 
the poet alternates moods: he “builds up a somewhat grandiloquent effect 
only to demolish it by ridicule or by ridiculous anticlimax.” 5 Such a 
method is “the formula for adolescent disillusionment: the unhappily 
‘cynical’ reaction to the loss of a feeling not worth having.” 

The deflation of the positive mood is accomplished by irony—ro- 

3 In Defense of Reason , p. 59. 

4 Hugh Kenner, The Poetry of Ezra Pound, p. 91. 

3 In Defense of Reason , p. 65. 

0 In Defense of Reason, p. 67. 
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mantic irony, 7 Winters calls it, carefully distinguishing it from the clas¬ 
sical irony of a Dryden or a Pope, who was “perfectly secure in his 
own feelings” 8 and whose irony was used to attack someone else. 

The romantic ironist is not morally secure and his irony is thus a 
reflection of his confusion or of his moral flabbiness or of his lack of 
concern to focus his poem. It amounts to “an admission of careless 
feeling, which is to say careless writing.” Winters therefore recommends 
“the waste-basket and a new beginning.” 9 For the poet cannot legiti¬ 
mately say: my confused and uncertain poem simply reflects the con¬ 
fusion of the situation which happens to be my subject matter. That 
would be to embrace the fallacy of imitative form. 

Winters’ bias toward the logical, the definite, and the unequivocal 
gives him a certain corrective value. He has refused to be imposed upon 
by misty and vague meanings, and he has been able to put his finger on 
tendencies toward incoherence that have escaped the notice of many 
other modern critics. But one may doubt whether Winters leaves suffi¬ 
cient room for what was once attributed to the superventions and min¬ 
istering grace bestowed by the Muse. Winters assumes that the poet 
knows (or ought to know) how to “adjust feeling” 1 to the rational 
structure of his poem, and that his failure to do so is a kind of moral 
failure. Thus, he places a great burden upon the poet’s conscious inten¬ 
tion, more perhaps than it can sustain. For as Vivas, for instance, has 
pointed out (see p. 668 above) the poet often discovers what he has to 
say in the process of saying it. Furthermore, Winters perhaps needs to 
be reminded of Mallarme’s dry observation that poetry is written not 
with ideas, but with words. The poet has to take into account not only 
the complexities of experience but the recalcitrant qualities of language; 
he must always depend, to some degree, upon implication and indirec¬ 
tion. 

Eliot’s suggestion that a poem “has its own life” acknowledges its 
resistance to direct control by the poet. So do Eliot’s reiterations that all 
poetry, even a lyric from the Greek anthology, is dramatic. 2 There may 
be some significance in the fact that Winters defines poetry as a statement. 
(He regards it as a statement of a special kind, to be sure, but a state¬ 
ment, nevertheless.) Winters never quite escapes, nor apparently does 
he wish to escape, the consequences of this term. 

A curious passage in Primitivism and Decadence illustrates Winters’ 
suspicion of “dramatic” presentation. He quotes with approval a student’s 

7 Winters borrows the term from Irving Babbitt (of. ante Chapter 20), whose 
use of the term was influenced by his unsympathetic response to the German 
critics’ development of irony: cf. ante Chapter 17. 

9 In Defense of Reason , p. 70. 

9 In Defense of Reason , p. 73. 

l /« Defense of Reason , p. 367.* 

2 “A Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry” (1928), Selected Essays , p. 38. 
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remark that “Laforgue resembles a person who speaks with undue harsh¬ 
ness and then apologizes; whereas he should have made the necessary 
subtractions before speaking.” 3 A considered statement does indeed re¬ 
quire that one make the “subtractions” first, but the mode of drama 
undertakes to give us the very process by which the final attitude is 
reached: the “subtractions,” the conflicts between rival attitudes, the 
ironic qualifications, the various stages in the dialectic—all of these are of 
the essence of dramatic presentation. For Winters, however, the issue 
comes down to this: “the question of how carefully one is willing to 
scrutinize his feelings and correct them.” 1 So it does, and Winters is 
right in demanding that the poet refrain from “careless feeling, which is 
to say careless writing.” That is to say, the poet should not correct his 
poem in public as it goes along. For such botching, Winters* recom¬ 
mendation is surely the proper one: “instead of irony as the remedy for 
the unsatisfactory feelings,” the “wastebasket and a new beginning.” But 
it can be argued that irony has other and more respectable functions. 

Once the dramatic character of poetry is admitted, we make room 
for a very different conception of irony. Irony becomes a recognition 
of the incongruities with which poetry has to deal. It acknowledges the 
piessure of the total context upon the individual word or image, the 
slight warping of signification continually made by the poet as he shades 
the word to its precise meaning in his context. It registers the tensions 
set up between the disparate elements of the poem which are being 
compelled into unity. It concedes the element of compulsion. 

If one insists in finding in this structural irony an index of the poet’s 
attitude, that attitude is not necessarily one of carelessness or cynicism 
or moral slovenliness. The irony might rather point to his humility, to 
his sense of the limitations of the human mind and of the complexity of 
experience. Such a poet is willing to qualify his more sweeping generali¬ 
zations and to undercut his more fervent enthusiasms. 5 

Most of what Eliot has had to say on this specific topic occurs in his 
essay on Marvell under the rubric “wit.” Marvell’s wit is “a tough rea- 

3 In Defense of Reason , p. 72. 

4 In Defense of Reason , p. 72. 

6 Much turns here upon whether one accepts the view that some measure of 
indirection is enjoined upon the poet by the very nature of poetry. To the man 
habituated to the motorboat of logic, the manoeuvers of a sailing vessel forced to 
tack against the wind will seem wasteful and silly. He may even accuse the skipper 
of drunkenness or of moral vacillation, 

T. E. Hulme definitely found in his “classical’* poetry a manifestation of the 
poet’s humility and of his sense of his own limitations. Hulme wrote that even in 
“the most imaginative flights” of the classical poet, there is “always a holding back, 
a reservation. The classical poet never forgets this finiteness, this limit of man. 
... If you say an extravagant thing which does exceed the limits inside which 
you know man to be fastened, yet there is always conveyed in some way at the 
end an impression of yourself standing outside it, and not believing it, or con¬ 
sciously putting it forward as a flourish* ( Speculations , pp. 119-20). 
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sonableness beneath the slight lyric grace”; it “implies a constant in- 
spection and criticism of experience”; 0 it provides for his poetry an 
‘internal equilibrium.” 7 But R. P. Warren will provide a good instance of 
the tendency of critics influenced by Eliot to use the term irony itself as 
a structural principle. In an essay from which we have already quoted he 
tries to answer the argument that poetry ought to be eloquently simple 
without ironic tension: 


Poets have tried very hard, for thousands of years, to say what 
they mean. But they have not only tried to say what they mean, 
they have tried to prove what they mean. The saint proves his 
vision by stepping cheerfully into the fires. The poet, somewhat 
less spectacularly, proves his vision by submitting it to the fires of 
irony—to the drama of his structure—in the hope that the fires 
will refine it. In other words, the poet wishes to indicate that his 
vision has been earned, that it can survive reference to the com¬ 
plexities and contradictions of experience. And irony is one such 
device of reference. 8 


VIII 

But though Winters seems distrustful of “dramatic” presentation, be¬ 
cause of its reliance upon implication and the consequent relinquishment 
of the poet’s control over his “statement,” his choice of the term motive 
(“rational statement . . . is . . . motive to emotion”) 0 actually points 
toward the mode of drama. For if the emotions are “motivated,” the 
emotion can only be inferred from the context of situation and action. 
It cannot be stated directly, and the paraphrasable matter that “motivates” 
it is not so much a “statement” as a dramatic situation—a narrative, or 
a plot. 

Indeed it is possible to interpret Winters’ criticism as a powerful reas¬ 
sertion of the importance of plot. One might even compare it to Matthew 
Arnold’s “classical” protest against romantic “confused multitudinous¬ 
ness” and “exuberance of expression.” 1 But Eliot’s concern with metaphor 
and symbol and even with irony represents a like “classical” reaction. 
For these, as Eliot treats them, are all aspects of a dramatic presentation 
as distinguished from the personal expression of the poet. The distinction 
is crucial: once we have dissociated the speaker of the lyric from the 
personality of the poet, even the tiniest lyric reveals itself as drama. A 

* Selected Essays , p. 262. 

7 Selected Essays , p. 263. 

8 “Pure and Impure PoetryStallman’s Critiques , p. 103. 

9 Anatomy of Nonsense , p. 13. 

l Cf. ante Chapter 20. 


1 
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poem is not a “statement about” something, but, as Aristotle said of 
tragedy, an action. Even metaphor is an action is this sense. It is a pre¬ 
sentation of discrete entities, and the role of interpreting their relation¬ 
ship is forced upon the hearer or the reader. Since the identification 
asserted by a metaphor is literal nonsense, the interpretation, by impli¬ 
cation, directs attention to the situation, the character of the speaker, 
and the occasion. 

If the smallest lyric can be regarded as a drama, conversely the most 
formidable tragedy can be regarded as symbolic. Macbeth is perennially 
interesting to us, not as a historic incident (even if the history in that 
play were undistorted history), but because Macbeth is universal; he is 
in some sense ourselves. If his emotions arc “motivated” by the events 
presented in the play, they are also meaningful symbols of our own 
emotions. Otherwise we should feel that Macbeth’s emotional reactions 
were indeed “unmotivated”: he would seem perverse or incomprehen¬ 
sible. 

A realization that Winters’ conception of poetry, like Eliot’s, is ulti¬ 
mately “dramatic” need not impugn the useful distinction between 
motive (the reason for an emotion) and objective correlative (the symbol 
of an emotion). (The perception may indicate, however, why it is dif¬ 
ficult to maintain the absolute distinction, especially with reflexive and 
highly allusive poetry.) It suggests further that Winters’ “motive” is itself 
a kind of objective correlative. If the poet is to “control” emotion by 
providing “motives” for it, he is indeed compelled to make use of “a set 
of objects, a situation, or a chain of events.” These are objective and can 
be presented; and since the emotion is generated by these objects and 
actions and, in so far as it is controlled, is controlled by the selection and 
rearrangement of these objectified elements, they may fairly be called 
the “correlative” of the emotion. For whether their “relation” to the 
emotion is that of cause or of symbolic equivalent, their correlation 
with the emotion is evident. 


IX 

The concern for the poem as an objective thing is the special highlight 
of the classicism of Eliot. We have mentioned Eliot’s observation that the 
poem possesses a life of its own, and his insistence on the poet’s need to 
extinguish his personality in the poem. Though such remarks as these 
can be interpreted as an abdication of the poet’s proper responsibility, 
they need not be. Indeed, Eliot’s metaphor about the poem’s “life” 
and his suggestion that the poet’s primary task is to foster and nurture 
that life are not incorrigibly irrational. It is possible to argue that the 


6jy Eliot and Pound: An Impersonal Art 

poem, like a growing plant, naturally grows toward the light and unless 
interfered with tends to grow straight. 

This notion that the developing poem furnishes the poet with certain 
norms for its own nurturing (along with the further implication that 
poetry gives us a special kind of knowledge) has been spelled out by 
Allen Tate a little more fully than by Eliot. Tate, rejecting Winters 
conception of a poem as a statement about something, would define it as 
an action rendered in its totality. This action is not prescriptive of means 
(as science is) nor of ends (as religion is). The reader is left to draw his 
own conclusions: (“. . . the vision of the whole,” as Tate says, “is not 
susceptible of logical demonstration.”) 2 There can be no external verifi¬ 
cation: the reader grasps it by an act of the imagination or not at all. 
(The didactic poet, the rhetorician in the service of a cause, the ad¬ 
vertising man—all do appeal to some “truth”—some authority, scientific 
or unscientific—as proof of the case being made.) 

But though the poem is not a statement that can be proved, Tate 
will not allow that it is a whimsical, subjective “projection.” He repre¬ 
hends metaphors and similes that are “imposed upon the material from 
above,” for they should “grow out of the material.” 3 The implications 
of the last clause arc significant: the poet, it is implied, does not fashion 
statements to a prearranged formula. He does not impose his formulas 
upon experience but reveals the patterns inherent in experience. 

As an instance of adequate metaphor Tate adduces “Ripeness is 
all,” as spoken by Edgar in King Lear . This figure is not imposed upon 
the experience “as an explanation” of it. Rather 

the figure rises from the depths of Gloucester’s situation. . . . 
Possibly King Lear would be as good without Edgar’s words; 
but it would be difficult to imagine the play without the passage 
ending in those words. They are implicit in the total structure, 
the concrete quality, of the whole experience that we have 
when we read King Lear. 4 

One must be careful in assigning very precise meanings to phrases 
like “grow out of the material” and “implicit in . . . the whole ex¬ 
perience,” which are themselves figurative. But surely they seem to dis¬ 
countenance the view that the imagination is merely whimsical. They 
suggest that the imagination obeys laws implicit in the human psyche. 
They even seem to demand the assumption that all human experience 
is finally one. 

Tate, it is true, never states these assumptions in so many words, 
and one supposes that he would have to resist the view that this ultimate. 

2 “Three Types of Poetry” (1934), On the Limits of Poetry (New York, 
1948), p. 113. 

2 On the Limits of Poetry , p. 92. 4 On the Limits of Poetry , p. 93. 
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oneness of the human .psyche can be formulated in a set of laws which 
could then be used to determine the goodness or badness of particular 
poems. But the assumption that man exists and that his fundamental 
oneness transcends the innumerable differences that set apart individual 
men and set apart men of various cultures and periods of history seems 
implicit here. Perhaps it should be brought to light and stated quite 
flatly. For it may be the necessary assumption if we are to undertake to 
talk about poetry at all. Unless we can assume it, we necessarily abandon 
any concept of an aesthetics of poetry in favor of a tabulation of various 
kinds of social and personal expressions. 


SUPPLEMENT 

. . . Among the things that dramatic action must burn up are the author’s 
opinions; while he is writing he has no business to know anything that is not 
a portion of that action. Do you suppose for one moment that Shakespeare 
educated Hamlet and King Lear by telling them what he thought and be¬ 
lieved? As I see it, Hamlet and Lear educated Shakespeare, and I have no 
doubt that in the process of that education he found out that he was an alto¬ 
gether different man to what he thought himself, and had altogether different 
beliefs. A dramatist can help his characters to educate him by thinking and 
studying everything that gives them the language they are groping for through 
his hands and eyes, but the control must be theirs, and that is why the ancient 
philosophers thought a poet or dramatist Daimon-possessed. 

—W. B. Yeats to Sean O’Casey, Letters , ed. Allan Wade (New York, 
*955)1 p« 74 ! i by permission of the publishers. The Macmillan Company. 


. . . even Hulme, who, as an anti-romantic, explicitly leads away from the 
Coleridgean imagination, must, as I shall show, end by returning to a markedly 
similar theory of poetic creativity, 

Hulme feels that the essence of romanticism is located in its idolatry of 
the individual who, for the romantics, should have unlimited aspirations since 
he has unlimited powers. . . . For the classicist, according to Hulme, sees man 
as an extremely limited being who needs all kinds of severely imposed disci¬ 
plines if he is to function as he should in his proper sphere. Thus Hulme, de¬ 
fending the view of the classicist, rejects a concept of imagination which 
would substitute a monism for Christian dualism and would make of man a 
god. For the attribution to man of the power to create absolutely, ex nibilo , 
could mean little less. Thus Hulme explicitly calls for a poetry of fancy rather 
than the poetry of unbounded imagination which he feels contaminated Eng¬ 
lish verse in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He calls for a po¬ 
etry that is formally precise and whose pretensions are limited to simple and 
vivid description. One might say that he calls for a return to a theory of imi- 
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tadon and opposes the reigning theory of expression, the introduction cf 
which was so largely Coleridge’s responsibility. 

But there is also a quite different side of Hulme. In his essay on Bergson, 
in which he expounds sympathetically the aesthetic of his master in philosophy, 
there is a description of the poet’s activity that seems nearly as transcendental 
as Coleridge’s. Here Hulme distinguishes between intuition and stock percep¬ 
tion and characterizes artistic creativity as the former. It is only the artist, he 
claims, who can break through the mere static recognition of the world about 
us which practical life demands; he alone can see through to the dynamic 
flux which characterizes essential reality. And as artist he makes this vision 
available to others who, without the artist, could never see beyond the stereo¬ 
typed world of practicality. 

This conception gives the poet a far higher and more romantic function 
than Hulme has assigned him in his severe “Romanticism and Classicism.”. . . 
For while Hulme, as influenced by Bergson, still wants the poet to be descrip¬ 
tive, he adds a metaphysical dimension to this objective. He would have the 
poet describe the world about him not merely as it seems to be but rather as 
it really is behind the veil which hides it from most of us. The poet must not 
give us as the world “the film of familiarity and selfish solicitude” (note how 
apt this Coleridgean phrase is here) which our senses normally allow to us; 
rather he must give us the rare world beyond, which he somehow intuits. 
Now this is a handsome objective; and the intuitive faculty which is to fulfill 
it for Hulme seems not far removed from the imagination invoked by Cole- 
ridge. Surely we may doubt the power of fancy to operate at these profound 
levels. 

—Murray Krieger, The New Apologists for Poetry (Minneapolis, 1956), 
PP* 33“4i by permission of the University of Minnesota Press. 

At this point I shall venture to generalize, and suggest that with this disap¬ 
pearance of the idea of Original Sin , with the disappearance of the idea of in¬ 
tense moral struggle, the human beings presented to us both in poetry and in 
prose fiction to-day, and more patently among the serious writers than in the 
underworld of letters, tend to become less and less real. It is in fact in mo¬ 
ments of moral and spiritual struggle depending upon spiritual sanctions, 
rather than in those ‘bewildering minutes* in which we are all very much alike, 
that men and women come nearest to being real. If you do away with this 
struggle, and maintain that by tolerance, benevolence, inoffensiveness and a 
redistribution or increase of purchasing power, combined with a devotion, on 
the part of an elite, to Art, the world will be as good as anyone could require, 
then you must expect human beings to become more and more vaporous. 

—T. S. Eliot, After Strange Gods (London, 1934), p. 4 2 

[Melville’s] letter to Mrs. Hawthorne acknowledging her symbolic interpreta¬ 
tion of Moby-Dick is remarkable both for what it says and for what it as¬ 
sumes: 

But, then, since you, with your spiritualizing nature, see more things 
than other people, and by the same process, refine all you see, so that 
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they are not the same things that other people see, but things which 
while you think you but humbly discover them, you do in fact create 
them for yourself—therefore, upon the whole, I do not so much mar¬ 
vel at your expressions concern’g Moby Dick. At any rate, your allu¬ 
sion for example to the “Spirit Spout” first showed to me that there 
was a subtle significance in that thing—but I did not, in that case, 
mem it. I had some vague idea while writing it, that the whole book 
was susceptible of an allegoric construction, & also that parts of it 
were—but the speciality of many of the particular subordinate allego¬ 
ries, were [sic'] first revealed to me, after reading Mr. Hawthorne’s 
letter, which, without citing any particular examples, yet intimated 
the part-&-parcel allegoricalness of the whole. 

This is the full-blown doctrine of aesthetic impersonality. 

—Charles Feidelson, Jr., Symbolism and American Literature (Chicago, 
1953), P- 176. Published by the University of Chicago Press, and copyright 
x 953 by the University of Chicago. 


Augustine puts this [argument concerning evil] as succinctly as Pope does: As 
bad men use to ill purpose the goods of the world, God, who is good, uses 
bad men to good purpose. The painter knows where to place black in the 
scheme of his picture, and God knows where to place wicked men in the 
scheme of his world. ( Sermon CCCI, 5) 

All these abstract pieces of his argument Pope [in the Essay on Man] 
catches up like his predecessors in the metaphor of harmony-from-discord 
that has influenced Western thinking for more than twenty centuries. It m£y 
be that the ultimate appeal of this metaphor has lain in giving imaginative con¬ 
figuration to the average human being’s sense that he is, and yet is not, at 
home in a world he never made. At any rate, it has had the special virtue for 
theodicy of recognizing the fact of evil while restricting its significance. It en¬ 
abled one to take account of the observed heterogeneity and conflict of things, 
but reconcile them; as, for example, in the thought of Heraclitus, its probable 
inventor, who asserted that the universal discord—“everything happens by 
strife”—was the ground of the universal union—“as with the bow and the lyre, 
so with the world: it is the tension of opposing forces that makes the struc¬ 
ture one.” Thus the image brought together in one perspective man’s present 
suffering and his faith, the partial and the whole views; and in such a way 
that even its commonest linguistic formulations (concors discordia rerum) 
dramatized the triumph of cosmos over chaos, and its commonest analogies 
(the world as picture, play, poem, building, etc.) all suggested, like the parent 
image, that in some higher dialectic than men could grasp the thesis and an¬ 
tithesis of experienced evil would be resolved: “All discord, harmony not un¬ 
derstood.” 

_Maynard Mack, ed. Alexander Pope, An Essay on Man (Twickenham 

Edition, London, 1950), Introduction, pp. xxxiv-xxxv, by permission of 

Methuen and Co., Ltd. 


CHAPTER 30 


FICTION AND DRAMA: 
THE GROSS STRUCTURE 

§ Henry James's concern for the novel as an art form 
in its ovm right: his debt to Turgenev and Flaubert — II. 
the novel conceived as an organic and dramatic structure: 
the action “ rendered” rather than “told”—the problem of 
the narrator and the point of view—the problem of 
sequence in time , and of the “time-shift” as theorized by 
Conrad and Ford Madox Ford — III. the connection be¬ 
tween this conception of fiction and the Eliot-Found con¬ 
ception of poetry: an organic and “impersonal” quality 
shared by both , with differences only in scope and strategy 
— IV. the re assertion of the claims of plot as made by some 
recent critics—Francis Fergusson's denial that drama is 
“primarily” a composition “in the verbal inediwn”: his 
definition of “action”—V. his indictment of a “lyric” con¬ 
ception of drama , and his appeal for a return to an Aris¬ 
totelian theory of “imitation”—Elder Olson's “Aristotel¬ 
ian” poetics of the lyric—Henry James's views on ob¬ 
jective values and the organic structure of fiction — VI. 
Eliot on the relation of poetry and drama—the general 
problem of the genres — VII . “cold-blooded” critics of 
poetry and “warm-blooded” critics of fiction % 


T he conception of the novel as a special art form comes 
relatively late. Henry James could complain in 1888 that the Eng¬ 
lish novel “had no air of having a theory, a conviction, a con¬ 
sciousness of itself behind it—of being the expression of an artistic faith, 
the result of choice and comparison.” 1 The French novelist, to be sure, 

^“The Art of Fiction,” in Partial Portraits (London and New York, 1888), 
reprinted in The Art of Fiction and Other Essays by Henry James , ed. Morris 
Roberts (New York, 1948), p. 3. 
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did regard writing as a craft and applied himself to the novel as an art 
form. But even in France the consciousness of fiction as a craft was 
relatively new, and James was separated by only one generation from 
the men whom he regarded as the first serious theorists of the art of 
fiction to be found anywhere—Ivan Turgenev and Gustave Flaubert. Guy 
de Maupassant, another of James’s conscious artists, was seven years 
younger than James himself. As a young man James had talked with all 
of them, and in 1912 he could regard himself as the “last survivor of 
those then surrounding Gustave Flaubert.” 2 

James was willing to concede that the English novel was not “neces¬ 
sarily the worse for” the fact that it proceeded from no special theorizing. 
But the English novel was “hj//”; and James was himself too much 
the artist to rejoice in the “comfortable, good-humoured feeling” so 
widely held that “a novel is a novel, as a pudding is a pudding, and that 
our only business with it could be to swallow it.” 3 The novel was or 
ought to be a work of art, and its special potentialities as a form needed 
to be explored. Flaubert was, for James, “the novelist’s novelist,” 4 and 
Flaubert became, especially for novelists like Joseph Conrad and Ford 
Madox Ford, who derived their theories from James as well as from the 
19th-century French novelists, a fountainhead. James disliked, to be sure, 
the vision of die world that he found in Flaubert and Balzac and Zola. 
All three saw life as more dreary, more sordid, more mean and limited 
than James believed the facts to warrant. But whereas Zola conceived 
himself to be a kind of scientist and Balzac thought of himself as a his¬ 
torian, Flaubert,' for all the solidity of his report of human circum¬ 
stance, had shown himself to be an artist. At any rate, James believed 
that he could learn from Flaubert’s work the principles of fictional con¬ 
struction. 

“A novel,” James declared in his essay on “The Art of Fiction,” 
“is in its broadest definition a personal, a direct impression of life.” 5 It 
is not clinical and “scientific,” since it depends upon the individual artist’s 
imaginative perception; and it is direct —not mediated through formulae 
or general ideas about life. A novel is also to be conceived as an organic 
thing—“all one and continuous, like any other organism.” 0 How fully 

2 The Letters of Henry James , cd. Percy Lubbock (New York, 1920), II, 258. 

*In a letter to Hugh Walpole, dated May 19, 1912, James wrote: “Tolstoi and 
Dlostoevsky] are fluid pudding, though not tasteless, because the amount of their own 
minds and souls in solution in the broth gives it savour and flavour, thanks to the 
strong, rank quality of their genius and their experience. But there are all sorts of 
things to be said of them, and in particular that we sec how great a vice is their 
lack of composition. . . .” See The Selected Letters of Henry James , ed. Leon Edel 
(New York, 1955)* P- « 7 i- 

4 “Gustave Flaubert,” The Art of Fiction , p. 153. He applied the same epithet 
to Turgenev. 

5 The Art of Fiction, p. 8. 

*The Art of Fiction, p. 13. 
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organic James found Flaubert’s best novels to be is well illustrated from a 
passage in which he discusses Flaubert’s attention to the exact phrase: 

It was truly a wonderful success to be so the devotee of the 
phrase and yet never its victim. Fine as he inveterately desired 
it should be he still never lost sight of the question Fine for 
what? It is always so related and associated, so properly part of 
something else that is in turn part of something other, part of a 
reference, a tone, a passage, a page, that the simple may enjoy 
it for its least bearing and the initiated for its greatest. 7 

James praises Turgenev by saying that his work does away with “the 
perpetual clumsy assumption that subject and style are—aesthetically 
speaking or in the living work—different and separable things.” 8 


II 

A view of art so thoroughly organic as this implies as a corollary an 
impersonal art; that is, that the work grows in accordance with some 
inner principle of its own being, and is not merely the creature of the 
writer’s ego, either as an expression of his feelings as a man or as. an 
assertion of his opinions. Ford Madox Ford records a conversation in 
which James said: “There arc things that one wants to write all one’s 
life, but one’s artist’s conscience prevents one. . . . And then . . . per¬ 
haps one allows oneself. . . y James was speaking of one of his failures, 
“The Altar of the Dead”; and Ford goes on to comment that the bitter 
lesson that the artist has to learn is “that he is not a man to be swayed 
by the hopes, fears, consummations or despairs of a man. He is a sen¬ 
sitized instrument, recording to the measure of the light vouchsafed him 
what is—what 7 nay be—the Truth .” 1 

For the novelist, the problem of securing impersonality for his art 
has a special connection with management of the pom 1 * of view. How 
docs the narrator avoid intruding himself into the work? How, when 
there is information to be conveyed, can he avoid seeming to lecture 
his reader? How can he avoid spoiling a powerful scene by seeming to 
bob up before the reader like a prompt-clerk? These were questions 
that concerned James. But these also were the questions which Ford, 
and according to Ford, Joseph Conrad, with whom he collaborated on 
two or three novels, were to give particular attention. 

They wished to make the reader forget the writer altogether so 

7 '‘Gusravc Flaubert,” The Art of Fiction , pp. 143-4* 

s The Art af Fiction , p. no. 

51 1 'hits to Revisit (London, 1921), p. 49. 

1 Thus 10 Revisit , p. 49. 
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that the story would seem to tell itself and develop with its own life. 
The novelist was not to “tell the reader” about what happened but to 
render it as action. Moreover, the action was not to be rendered with 
photographic fidelity but as it would make its impression upon a human 
observer. Hence Ford’s name for the new art, Impressionism. As Ford 
put it, “Conrad found salvation not in any machined Form, but in the 
sheer attempt to produce in words life as it presents itself to the intel¬ 
ligent observer.” 2 Or as Conrad himself put it (in his Preface to The 
Nigger of the Narcissus ): “before all, to make you sec.” 

The general tendency was back toward drama with the emphasis 
upon direct presentation rather than the mediation of a special expositor, 
and with a concomitant reliance upon the reader’s power to infer, in 
Henry James’s words, “the unseen from the seen, to trace the impli¬ 
cation of things, to judge the whole piece by the pattern.” 3 

Percy Lubbock, whose scholarly handbook The Craft of Fiction 
(1929) gives what may be regarded as the standard exposition of the 
tenets of the Flaubert-James school, distinguishes between panorama (the 
long-range view of the action) and scene (the close-up view), and de¬ 
scribes the design of a novel in terms of the presentation of the action 
through scenes and panoramas, and the proper disposition of these in 
relation to each other. 

It follows that two matters of special concern for critics of this school 
were those of the narrator and the point of view from which he “sees” 
the action. The narrator of the story is frequently a character, whose 
knowledge is limited to what he himself could have seen and heard, and 
this narrator may be either a major or a minor character. And even when 
the narrator is omniscient, possessed of all that the author himself knows 
about the story, he is scarcely to be thought of as merely the author 
speaking in his own right. Thus Lubbock interprets the celebrated im¬ 
personality of Flaubert’s art to mean only “that Flaubert does not an¬ 
nounce his opinion in so many words. . . . [The impersonality] of Flau¬ 
bert and his kind lies only in the greater tact with which they express 
their feelings—dramatizing them, embodying them in living form, in¬ 
stead of stating them directly.” 4 

The question about point of view is, of course, not a new one. In 
some sense it is as old as literature. Ezra Pound remarks: “I have . . . 
found also in Homer the imaginary spectator, which in 1918 I still thought 
was Henry James’ particular property.” 5 But since Flaubert’s time the 

2 Thus to Revisit , p. 46. 

3 The Art of Fiction t p. 11. James is actually referring in this passage to a 
power of the novelist, but it is a power which in some measure any writer using 
a dramatic method must also demand of his reader. 

4 The Craft of Fiction (London, 1921), pp. 67-8. 

e The ABC of Reading (1934), reprinted by New Directions (Norfolk, Conn., 
195 1). P- 43 - 
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problem has come in for more conscious examination than perhaps it had 
, ever received before. 

The handling of time sequence is another such problem that comes 
in for special treatment by these theorists of fiction. Again, it is an old 
problem, and one that has received very sophisticated practical solutions 
in the past, including devices so different as the folk-balladist’s abrupt 
juxtaposition of little discrete scenes without intermediate narration and 
the classic epic-writer’s beginning in viedias res . But such theorizing as 
it has received in the past has had to do principally with the drama, and 
under the rubric of the unities of time and place. In the modem novel, 
the problem, for obvious reasons, arises with special force. 

The modern fiction writer’s concern with time goes further than 
the making of a series of scenes and deciding the relative emphasis to be 
placed upon each of them. The novelist has frequently found it desirable 
to alter the chronological arrangement of events, sometimes describing 
an earlier event after portraying a later event, and he has sometimes 
attempted to achieve an effect of simultaneity' of events. Flaubert, in 
discussing the famous incident of the cornices agricoles in his Madame 
Bovary } wrote: 

Everything should sound simultaneously; one should hear the 
bellowing of the cattle, the whisperings of the lovers and the 
rhetoric of the officials all at the same time. 0 

But, as Joseph Frank points out in his “Spatial Form in Modern Litera¬ 
ture,” 7 

since language proceeds in time, it is impossible to approach 
this simultaneity of perception except by breaking up temporal 
sequence. And this is exactly what Flaubert does: he dissolves 
sequence by cutting back and forth between the various levels 
of action in a slowly-rising crescendo until—at the climax of the 
scene—Rodolphe’s Chateaubriandesque phrases are read at al¬ 
most the same moment as the names of prize winners for raising 
the best pigs. 

This device of incongruous juxtaposition became the “Time-shift” 
developed by Conrad and Ford. Ford likened the effect of simultaneity’' 
gained by the time-shift to the effect experienced by a person looking 
out of a window “through'glass so bright that whilst you perceive 
through it a landscape or a backyard, you are aware that, on its surface 
it reflects a face of a person behind you.” 8 Joyce, of course, exploited the 
device to the limit in his Ulysses .. But it is by no means confined to 

c Cited by Joseph Frank; see footnote 7. 

7 The Sewanec Review, LI (Spring, 1943); reprinted in Critiques, p. 322. 

8 “On Impressionism Poetry and Drama, I (June, 1914), i 74 « 
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modern fiction, Frank finds it throughout modern poetry—in Pound’s 
Cantos and in Eliot’s Waste Land, where the poet makes use of a “delib- 
crate disconnectedness” and “superimposes one time scheme upon an¬ 
other.” 9 


III 

That modern poetry and fiction should make use of similar devices and 
should exhibit what is essentially the same kind of organization is not 
surprising. For the theorists of fiction we have been discussing were 
the associates of Hulme, Pound, and Eliot—and in the instance qf Flaubert 
and James, moreover, they were sources from whom Hulme, Pound, 
and Eliot derived much of their theory. Like the theorists of poetry 
discussed in the preceding chapter they too display, in reaction against 
romantic inspirationalism, a concern for craftsmanship, and a stress upon 
form as opposed to the exploitation of privileged “poetic” materials. In¬ 
deed theirs too might be called an “impersonal” art. Even those aspects 
of it which might be thought of as exclusively “fictional”— e.g ., concern 
with point of view and with time sequence—are aspects of dramatic 
presentation—of the process of rendering as distinguished from tellhig . 
The time-shift also, with its potentiality for incongruous juxtapositions, 
finds its corresponding devices in the ironic confrontations characteristic 
of the poetry of Pound and Eliot. 

There is no need to claim too much here. Fiction is set off sharply 
enough from lyric poetry tfo preclude any serious danger of our ever 
confusing the two. Fiction, for example, has an appetite for richness of 
circumstance, for sheer concretion, that sets it well apart from any lyric. 
Even short stories so far tilted over toward the lyric sensibility as James 
Joyce’s “Clay,” “Araby” and “The Sisters” do not seriously challenge this 
statement. Yet the lyric shares with the novel a common fictionality. If 
“character” and “sequence of action” seem to be especially the problems 
for the novelist, a little reflection will reveal that they confront the poet 
too. Eliot’s Prufrock is a character, and Pound’s “Maubcrley” involves 
the problem of handling a sequence of time. Both Eliot’s poem and 
Pound’s differ in scope and scale, of course, from any novel. But like 
any novel, they too arc organic structures, and they are forced to exploit 
to the limit such resources as a smaller compass affords—and because 
it is smaller, demands. Yet the general principle governing the relation 
of individual word to the total work is not changed simply because these 
are poems and not novels. As one writer on James remarks: 

James’s concern for form in the novel “implies an elaborate art, 
often close to poetry, the aim of which is the maximum of ex¬ 
pression.” 1 

9 Stallman, Critiques , p. 321. 

1 Morris Roberts, Introduction to The Art of Fiction , p. xix. 
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IV 

A concern for “character” and “action” as they occur in poem or novel 
has not always, of course, been complemented by an adequate concern 
for craftsmanship. (In Thus to Revisit , Ford Madox Ford comments 
with amusement and sometimes bitterness on the slovenliness of the Eng¬ 
lish novel of the 19th century.) Matthew Arnold 2 was confident that if 
one chose a “fitting action” and allowed oneself to become “penetrated” 
with “the feeling of its situations,” then “everything else [would] fol¬ 
low.” This prescription for composing a work might even be described 
as an implicitly “organic” theory inasmuch as Arnold’s basic assump¬ 
tion seems to be that details of style and structure must be consonant 
with, being dictated by, the larger governing principle: these details, 
that is, have no merit in themselves but only in virtue of giving sub¬ 
stantial form to the entelechy of the whole. About the soundness of this 
principle, neither Ford nor James could possibly have quarreled, though 
they might have wondered that Arnold should so scant the intricate 
problem of working out the details of style and structure, and though 
they might have been puzzled as to how one could be sure that one had 
chosen a “fitting action” until one had “fitted” it to words. 

Arnold, as we have seen, was asserting the primacy of subject mat¬ 
ter and plot against what he felt to be an overemphasis upon lyric sensi¬ 
bility and a preoccupation with the verbal medium as such. In our own 
times, the criticism stemming from Hulme and Eliot has provoked sim¬ 
ilar reactions and counterclaims for the primacy of plot. One of a group 
of critics writing recently at the University of Chicago notes that “the 
criticism of the last two centuries . . . has . . . been marked by a sub¬ 
sidiary interest in plot and its needful agents.” 3 Plot and character delin¬ 
eation, so the argument of this group runs, have been slighted and 
neglected; the tendency has been to reduce literature to the verbal ele¬ 
ment. 4 Such counterclaims typically derive from the Aristotelian Poetics 
with its focus upon drama and its stress upon plot as “the soul of 

2 Cf. ante Chapter 20. 

8 Norman Maclean, in Critics and Criticism, Ancient and Modem , p. 414. 

4 A similar conflict occurred in the 17th century, with Thomas Rymer as the 
worthy champion of plot, “the foundation,” as he termed it, in dealing with which 
the English dramatists had been defective. Dryden conceded the point but argued 
that they had been able to attain the end of tragedy through complementary means, 
namely, through their excellent treatment of the “superstructure” (characters, 
thoughts, and words). See Frank L. Hundey, The Unity of John DryderCs Dramatic 
Criticism (Chicago, 1944). 

Charles Gildon also disparaged the critic who reaches “no farther than Words 
and Sentences; dealing in the very Scraps of Poetry; a Couplet, an Expression is 
the utmost he pretends to. But for a Design, or a complete Poem, to medale with it, 
he accounts Pedantry, or Imposition” ( The Complete Art of Poetry , 1718). 
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tragedy.” Such also is the general derivation of a book from another 
quarter, Francis Fcrgusson’s The Idea of a Theater (1949), which is one 
of the most engaging of these reassertions of the primacy of plot. 

Fergusson does not regard drama as “primarily a composition in the 
verbal medium.” Drama is a mixed art to which the actor and even the 
stage designer make their contributions. Yet the presence of such ele¬ 
ments as these does not constitute the real basis for Fcrgusson’s separa¬ 
tion of drama from fiction and poetry. Remembering Aristotle, who, 
though naming “song” and “spectacle” as parts of tragedy, yet spends 
very little time in discussing them, 5 Fergusson gives scant attention to 
acting and stage effects as such. He is in search of something more ulti¬ 
mate; he is looking for “that dramatic art which, in all real plays, under¬ 
lies these as well as the more highly developed arts of language.” 6 

His basic direction is indicated in his assertion that whereas the lyric 
is a composition in the verbal medium, in drama “the words result . . . 
from the underlying structure of incident and character.” 7 But it is not 
clear upon what kind of substructure the words of a lyric are supposed 
to rest. What supports them or do they simply float on the air? If the 
question should turn out to be a bogus question—like the ancient ques¬ 
tion as to what the earth rested upon, upon the back of an immense 
tortoise, or upon that of a fabulous elephant—its unintelligibility might 
call in question the distinction that Fergusson makes between lyric po¬ 
etry and the drama. To this possibility we shall have to recur. 

At any rate, Fergusson’s search for a “dramatic art” that underlies 
all the “arts of language” takes him down to a stratum deeper even than 
plot, for he insists that plot itself rests upon “action.” But action is some¬ 
thing that Fergusson acknowledges it is difficult to define, and which 
cannot be “abstractly defined” 8 at all. It seems to be both inside and 
outside the drama, and thus Fergusson sometimes seems to be talking 
about an element within the play; at other times, about something out¬ 
side the play which is to be located in the historical culture—a myth, for 
example. In considering a concrete instance, the action in Oedipus Rex, 
he is willing to describe the action as a theme: he calls it a quest—the 
search for the culprit in order to purify human life. He goes on to say: 

Sophocles must have seen this seeking action as the real life of 
the Oedipus myth. . . . Moreover, he must have seen this par¬ 
ticular action as a type, or crucial instance, of human life in 

6 “The Visual aspect of the staging’ [opsis], despite its emotional appeal, is the 
least artistic of all the elements and has least to do with the art of poetry. . . . 
moreover the production of scenic effects lies more in the province of the ‘cos¬ 
tumer and stage-manager’ [sketiopoios] than of the poet.’* Poetics VI: Aristotle , trans. 
Philip Wheelwright (New York, 1951), p. 299. 

°The Idea of a Theater (Princeton, 1949)* P- 9 . by permission of the publishers, 
Princeton University Press. 

7 Idea of a Theater , p. 8. B Idea of a Theater , p. 230. 
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general, and hence he was able to present it in the form of the 
ancient ritual which also presents and celebrates the perennial 
mystery of human life and action. Thus by “action* I do not 
mean the events of the story but the focus or aim of psychic 
life from which the events, in that situation, result. 9 

The Oedipus Rex is regarded as the expression of a total culture. 
“The perspectives of the myth, the rituals, and of the traditional hodos , 
the way of life of the City—‘habits of thought and feeling w hich con¬ 
stitute the traditional wisdom of the race—were all required to make this 
play possible.” 1 The myths and rituals which were Sophocles 1 heritage 
and the heritage of the audience for which he wrote were “actions upon 
which the dramatist could draw. Such resources are not available to the 
dispossessed and alienated modern artist. He must rely merely on his 
art —an observation which helps explain Fcrgusson’s curious remark that 
Racine and Wagner were “purer artists than Sophocles, as the best mod¬ 
ern critics have taught us to understand that idea. ' The implication 
would seem to be that great art is not merely art but something else 
(art plus religion?). 


Fergusson has made it clear that the “best modern critics have been 
concerned with subtle verbal analysis, to the neglect of “action. Certain 
passages in his book, how ever, suggest that those qualities of drama that 
the lyric does not possess are outside the bounds of art altogether or at 
least are outside those of “pure art.” They w ? ould seem to be cultural 
elements shared by the artist with his fellow citizens and thus would be 
mythic, ritualistic, religious, and even philosophical patterns. 

In discussing the “action” upon which great drama has been based, 
Fergusson shows a great concern for what was available to a Sophocles 
and to the audience that saw his plays. T. S. Eliot, in his Dialogue on 
Dramatic Poetry (1928) had a speaker remark that 

Aristotle did not have to worry about the relation of drama to 
religion, about the traditional morality of the Hellenes, about 
the relation of art to politics ... he did not have to read the 
(extremely interesting) works of Miss Harrison or Mr. Corn- 
ford, or the translations of Professor Murray, or wrinkle his 
brow over the antics of the Todas and the Veddahs, Nor did 
he have to reckon with the theatre as a paying proposition. 3 

0 Idea of a Theater , p. 36. 2 Idea of a Theater , p. 3. 

1 Idea of a Theater , p. 32. 3 Selected Essays, p. 3?. 
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But these are just the topics about which Fergusson feels that he must 
worry. The remark of Eliot’s speaker, he says, is wistful because “we 
cannot escape the unanswerable questions which Aristotle did not have 
to ask. The analysis of the art of drama leads to the idea of a theater which 
gives it its sanction, and its actual time and place. And when the idea of 
a theater is inadequate or lacking, we are reduced to speculating about 
the plight of the whole culture.” 4 Precisely. And Fergusson realizes that 
much of his book is just such a speculation. He is too intelligent to 
chide the modem author for what he cannot help. The problem is com¬ 
munal, and the artist can fairly be asked nothing more than that he 
should recognize that he is alienated and rootless and try to set his own 
lands in order. 

Fergusson also would persuade the modern artist to abandon ide¬ 
alistic expressionism in favor of some theory of art based on “imitation.” 
But the modern artist, “after three hundred years of rationalism and 
idealism, with the traditional modes of behavior lost or discredited,” 5 
finds it difficult to imitate or even to “see” any action other than that of 
his own subjectivity. Eliot, for example, approaches the drama from the 
standpoint of lyric poetry, and thus begins “with the Idealistic concep¬ 
tion of art as formally prior to the theater itself.” 0 Fergusson, on the 
other hand, would “extend Aristotle’s definition to subsequent forms 
[of the drama],” for it presupposes an objective world, knowable but 
outside the mind that knows it. The “lyric” conception is hopelessly 
idealistic and subjective. Fergusson admits that 

The phrase “objective equivalent” [for the poet’s feeling] seems 
to support Eliot’s announced classicism. Yet it refers, not to 
the vision of the poet, but to the poem he is making; and it 
implies that it is only a feeling that the poet has to convey. 

. . . The emphasis on the poem and its form, to the exclusion 
of what it represents, recognizes only one of the instincts which 
Aristotle thought were the roots of poetry in general, the “in¬ 
stinct for harmony and rhythm.” 7 

In brief, Fergusson, sensing the tendency of theories of symbolic 
form to become monistic, urges the counterview that the poet’s vision 
must be objective. Sophocles, he says, “must have believed in the ob¬ 
jective reality of the human situation which the tragic theater enabled 
him to mirror and celebrate.” 8 Sophocles was not- merely expressing him¬ 
self but imitating something outside himself. 

The question as to whether Eliot’s objective correlative is merely 

4 Idea of a Theater , p. 226. 7 Idea of a Theater , p. 240. 

c Idea of a Theater , p. 239. 8 Idea of a Theater , p. 236. 

0 Idea of a Theater , p. 8. 
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expressionistic has come in for some attention in Chapter 29 (ante, p. 668). 
But in any case, one may wonder whether the only way to avoid the 
extreme of subjective expressionism is to adopt a theory of “imitation. 
Fergusson is properly cautious in his speculations as to Sophocles actual 
beliefs, and he has to admit that Euripides, though inheriting the theater 
of Sophocles,” did not believe in the Greek myths at all. 9 

One may come at the matter from the other direction. Fergusson s 
account of the “action” suggests that it is not an element peculiar to 
drama but is to be found in all literature, including lyric poetry. For he 
says action is “the focus or aim of psychic life from which the e\ents 
• . . result.” But every piece of literature is about psychic life in some 
sense, and the briefest lyric, if it is really a poem and not an aimless 
farrago, lias a focus or an aim. Moreover, though one docs not mean to 
collapse the useful distinction between the song and the drama, the 
analogies are there. The most fragile lyric has at least one character, 
that of the implied speaker himself, and it has a “plot”—an arrangement 
of psychic incidents, with a development, at least of mood. 

What Fergusson and Fliot hold in common is the belief that the 
work of art is an organic whole, and this view of the art work is in some 
sense more important than the decision to fix our criticism upon the 
diction or upon the action—upon the “actualization” of the work or 
upon the “soul” of the w ork. In an organic work, one implies the other, 
and we can work from “inner” soul to “outer” manifestation, or vice 
- versa. For if the work be truly organic, then each element of structure 
is a necessary or probable consequence of the larger principle of the 
whole. But if we do work backwards from the words to the characters 
who speak them and from the characters on back to the plot in which 
the characters arc involved, small wonder that the final and fundamental 
governing principle, Fergusson’s “action,” should prove so difficult to de¬ 
fine. Indeed, our only clues to it arc its “actualizations,” that is, the text 
of the play itself. If “action” is held to be the most important thing in the 
work, it yet remains an inference, a hypothesis constructed bv the 
reader. The “action” resembles the Aristotelian substance , which is 
known only through the accidents that inhere in it. The raison d’etre 
of Fcrgusson’s action would seem ro be to provide a ground in which 

9 Fergusson thinks that “Sophocles might well have taken myth and ritual 
as literally ‘fictions,’ yet still have accepted their deeper meanings—trope, allegory, 
and anagoge—as valid” (p. 35). This guess may well be correct, but if so, one 
wonders what to make of the difference between the ancient poet, buoyed up by 
myth and ritual, and the alienated modern who, “with the traditional modes of 
behavior lost or discredited,” is unable to “sec” any action but his own, and is 
thus unable to “imitate” it. Even William Butler Yeats, it can be claimed, ac¬ 
cepted “the deeper meanings” of his Vision —“trope, allegory, and anagoge” as 
“valid.” One could claim at least as much, presumably much more, for the 
symbols of T. S. Eliot’s later poetry. 
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the “accidents” of the play (speeches, characters, gestures) may subsist. 

Elder Olson has shown how arbitrary the use of terms taken from 
an imitative theory of art can be. The occasion is his adjustment of the 
Aristotelian terms to a poetics of the lyric. Olson arrives at his poetics 
by remodeling, or perhaps it would be more accurate to say, truncating, 
the Aristotelian poetics of tragedy. Whereas Aristotle found six parts in 
a tragedy, Olson requires four in order to deal with the lyric—or rather, 
to observe his own precision, “that species [of lyric] to which Yeats’s 
Sailbig to Byzantium belongs.” 1 The four necessary parts are choice, 
character, thought, and diction. “For choice is the activity, and thought 
and character are the causes of the activity, and diction is the means. 
The choice, or deliberative activity of choosing, is the principal part for 
reasons analogous to those which make plot the principal part of tragedy. 
Next in importance comes character; next thought; and last, diction,” 
Yet one might argue for “plot” as a fifth necessary part—or at least 
as a substitute for “choice.” Yeats’s poem actually has a plot. The speaker 
in this poem pictures himself as having made the voyage to Byzantium 
and in excited reverie imagines his visit to St. Sophia and his vision of the 
holy sages and the prayer that he will utter to them. Conversely, one 
could argue that the four parts might be reduced to three: e.g., that the 
term thought might be omitted altogether, since there can be neither 
character nor choice without thought. To conclude, the “four parts” 
would seem to be more or less convenient terms under which to discuss 
the poem—not the inevitable and necessary elements of the poem. 

The doctrine of imitation has great virtues of its own, and it avoids 
a difficulty into which expressionist doctrines so easily slip: that of turn¬ 
ing the whole work into the subjective fantasies issuing out of the poet’s 
private consciousness. But the .doctrine of imitation has its own diffi¬ 
culties. Aristotle himself did not make the artist’s “imitation” a literal 
mirroring. It is in some sense a transformation as well. Fergusson’s “ac¬ 
tion” seems to be at once inside and outside the work of art: sometimes 
it seems to be the primal structural principle of the drama but, at other 
times, it is an “aim of psychic life” with mythic antecedents. 

Henry James, who was a good enough “Aristotelian” to believe that 
in his novels he was giving a picture of a real and objective and external 
world and to declare that “the soul of a novel is its action,” faced this 
problem in his “Art of Fiction.” His common sense is refreshing. He 
writes: 

I cannot see what is meant by talking as if there were a part of 
a novel which is the story and part of it which for mystical rea¬ 
sons is not. . . . “The story,” if it represents anything, repre- 


1 Critics and Criticism , p. 563- 
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sents the subject, the idea, the donnee of the novel; and there is 
surely no “school” . . . which urges that a novel should be all 
treatment and no subject. There must assuredly be something 
to treat; every school is intimately conscious of that. The sense 
of the story being the idea, the starting-point, of the novel, is 
the only one that I see in which it can be spoken of as some¬ 
thing different from its organic whole; and since in proportion 
as the work is successful the idea permeates and penetrates it, 
informs and animates it, so that every word and every punctua¬ 
tion-point contribute directly to the expression, in that propor¬ 
tion do we lose our sense of the story being a blade which may 
be drawn more or less out of its sheath. 2 

We have cited James and Eliot as champions of an organic theory 
of literature, and we have drawn the inference that for them and their 
schools the differences between poetry and fiction and drama tend to be¬ 
come less sharp and less radically deep. Whatever the author may owe 
to an idea as a “starting-point” or to a story as a “subject,” informing 
idea and actualized story become something else in the work itself: they 
are no longer separable from the work. 


VI 

But it may be only fair to notice that on occasion Eliot himself can write 
as if poetry and drama were radically different forms. In Poetry and 
Dr avia he writes: 

I laid down for myself the ascetic rule to avoid poetry which 
could not stand the test of strict dramatic utility: with such suc¬ 
cess, indeed, that it is perhaps an open question whether there 
is any poetry in the play at all. 

. . . the self-education of a poet trying to write for the theatre 
seems to require a long period of disciplining his poetry, and 
putting it, so to speak, on a very thin diet. . . . 3 

But the stylistic problem described in these passages is precisely that 
described by Ford Madox Ford in his account of the wrestle with style 
that went on in his collaborations with Conrad. 

'The Art of Fiction , pp. 17-18. 

3 Poetry and Drama (Cambridge, Mass., 1951), pp. 39~4°» hv permission of 
the publishers, Harvard University Press. In a recently reported interview, Eliot 
seems to make a distinction between “pure, unapplied” poetry and dramatic poetry 
as “applied” poetry. Perhaps we may wonder how much we are allowed to press 
distinctions made in apparently informal conversation. See The New York Thfies 
Book Review, November 29, 1953. 
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The trouble . . . with us was this: we could not get our own 
prose keyed down enough. . . . 

Our most constant preoccupation, then, was to avoid words 
that stuck out of sentences either by their brilliant unusualness 
or their “amazing aptness.” For either sort of word arrests the 
attention of a reader, and thus “hangs up” both the meaning and 
the cadence of a phrase. 4 

Even in Poetry and Drama Eliot makes it plain that drama in verse 
is the ideal. Prose dramatists, even the great prose dramatists, have been 
“hampered in expression by writing in prose.” There is a “peculiar range 
of sensibility” that lies beyond prose but which “can be expressed by 
dramatic poetry, at its moments of greatest intensity.” 5 If we put this 
late essay beside the earlier “Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry” (1928) we 
get some such conception as this: poetry is essentially dramatic and the 
greatest poetry always moves toward drama; drama is essentially poetic 
and the greatest drama always moves toward poetry. 0 

The moral would seem to be that anyone, including Mr. Eliot, 
speaking in a special and limited context, is likely to talk as if poetry 
and drama were two very different things. For here we come up against 
the ancient and vexing problem of genres. A recent discussion of genre 
theory 7 indicates how confused and confusing some of these problems 
are. The notion of genres, as Austin Warren points out, furnishes a prin¬ 
ciple of order. If, to borrow his phrase, we reduce lyric, epic, and drama 
to “a common literariness,” how shall we distinguish a play from a 
story? Such reductions are in the interest of nobody. Yet it is proper to 
glance at the other extreme: if we multiply the genres indefinitely, we 
shall ultimately have to recognize a special genre for each art work, 8 and 
if we make the larger genres watertight compartments, we shall end up 
with at least three separate “literatures,” not one. 

4 Thus to Revisit , pp. 52-3. 

6 Poetry and Drama, p. 43. 

6 “C: Do you mean that Shakespeare is a greater dramatist than Ibsen, not bv/ 
being a greater dramatist, but by being a greater poet? B: That is precisely what 
I mean. For, on the other hand, what great poetry is not dramatic? Even the 
minor writers of the Greek Anthology, even Martial, are dramatic. . . . E: [ Archer 1 
was wrong, as you said, in thinking that drama and poetry are two different things.' 
Selected Essays , pp. 38-9. 

7 By Austin Warren, in Wellek and Warren’s Theory of Literature (New 
York, 1949)- See pp. 235-47. 

8 A possibility less remote than one might think. Elder Olson writes that “the 
beauty of a tragedy is not the same as the beauty of a lyric, any more than the 
distinctive beauty of a horse is the same as that of a man,” but then the beauty 
of a lyric of “the species to which Yeats’s ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ belongs” is evi¬ 
dently not that of a poem belonging to another subspecies of the lyric. Would 
Yeats’s “Among School Children” require the postulation of another subspecies? 
And his Crazy Jane poems, still another? See Critics and Criticism , Ancient and 
Modem, p. 563. 
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VII 

Certain academic critics, however, are not alone in their objection to 
a criticism that seems to deal “only with words” rather than with “char¬ 
acter” and “plot.” The more frequent objections come from those who 
care little for the niceties of genre theory and want only to distinguish 
“mere words” from “life.” They often write as if words were a necessary 
evil—pale limp things, interposing themselves between the reader and 
the compelling stuff of experience offered him by the author. 

Such objectors are by no means always literary journalists. At their 
best, one may say that these critics take the necessary mediation of words 
for granted and want to get on to the qualities in the author—his breadth 
of view, his compassion, his knowledge of the human heart—, or to an 
exposition of his views—his political sagacity, the relevance of what he 
says to the cultural situation, and the like. 

At their most careless or most trivial, they express the typical Anglo- 
Saxon distrust of words. Art for them means the “artful” and probably 
also the “artificial.” They frequently write as if the author could lay 
upon the page warm, quivering chunks of life, if he were only gifted 
enough, and if he only chose to. They are suspicious of any attempt to 
talk about words and their interaction. 

The editor of The Kenyon Review has taken cognizance of the 
contemporary situation in the following terms: 

So in an age of unusual critical achievement we have managed 
to arrive rather quickly at an excruciating impasse: with cold¬ 
blooded critics of poetry working away at what sometimes ap¬ 
pear to be the merest exercises with words; and warm-blooded 
critics of the critics of poetry [he has already said that these are 
likely to be “critics of fiction”] reproaching their exercises, and 
perhaps about to reproach their poetry too. 

How confidently, twenty years or so past, were some of us 
offering a new “understanding of poetry”! I will not say, How 
brashly; for the innovation was real, it was momentous; but it 
was not complete, and now it has bogged down at a most em¬ 
barrassing point. 9 

The protest of the warm-bloods is scarcely new; something like it, 
we have noted, was to be heard in early Victorian England. John Henry 
Newman and his friend John Keble, author of The Christian Year, ex¬ 
pressed this same sort of distrust of “art,” technique, and execution. Like 
the modem warm-blooded “critics of fiction,” Newman and Keble as- 

9 John Crowe Ransom, The Kenyon Review, XIV (Winter, 1952)* p. 159. 
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sociatcd the difference between cold calculation and warm spontaneity 
with the difference between “plotted” narrative and the plotless lyric. 1 
But Newman and Keblc just reversed the modern correlation: with them 
“plot” is associated with cold-blood; the lyric utterance is warm and 
effusive. This reversed alignment of the contrasted elements reinforces 
the deeper commitment that both Victorian and modern warm-blooded 
critic share: a distrust of art and technique—whether the concern 
in question is that of poet or critic. As for the impasse apparently 
reached by modern criticism, we arc disposed to offer a different meta¬ 
phor, not that the caravan “has [now] bogged down at a most embar¬ 
rassing point” in new and unexplored country, but rather that the hunt 
has circled and that some of the hounds are once again baying on the 
trail of the Lonmnian fox. 


SUPPLEMENT 

She was largish and of a French figure, that is with a noticeable waist and 
a more noticeable rear, and she had heels too high for her balance in a spurting 
bus. . . . She had much trouble getting the two fares in the box, and consid¬ 
erably more trouble getting herself from the box down the aisle, hauling from 
seat to scat by their shining handles against the momentum of the bus, lurch¬ 
ing, as she had to, in all directions save the right one. During the whole busi¬ 
ness—and this is what I am getting at—she managed by sniffs and snorts, by 
smiles, by sticking her tongue out very sharp, by batting her very blue eyes 
about, and generally by cocking her head this way and that, she managed to 
express fully, and without a single word either uttered or wanted, the whole 
mixed, flourishing sense of her disconcertment, her discomfiture, her uncer¬ 
tainty, together with a sense of adventure and of gaiety, all of which she 
wanted to share with her companion behind me, who took it I was sure, as I 
did myself, all smiles. . . . 

That is an example of the gesture that comes before language; but reflect¬ 
ing upon it, it seems also an example of the gesture which when it goes with 
language crowns it, and so animates it as to make it independent of speaker or 
writer; reflecting upon it, it seems that the highest use of language cannot be 
made without incorporating some such quality of gesture within it. How 
without it could the novelist make his dialogue ring? how could the poet make 
his cry lyric, his incongruity comic, or his perspective tragic? The great part 
of our knowledge of life and of nature—perhaps all our knowledge of their 
play and interplay—comes to us as gesture, and we are masters of the skill of 
that knowledge before we can ever make a rhyme or a pun, or even a simple 
sentence. Nor can we master language purposefully without re-mastering ges- 


*Cf. ante Chapter 20. 
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ture within it. Gesture, in language, is the outward and dramatic play of in¬ 
ward and imagined meaning. It is that play of mcaningfulncss among words 
which cannot be defined in the formulas in the dictionary, but which is de¬ 
fined in their use together; gesture is that meaningfulness which is moving, in 
every sense of that word; what moves the words and what moves us. 

—R. P. Blackmur, Language as Gesture (New York, 1952) pp. 5-6, by 
permission of the publisher, Harcourt, Brace and Company. 


But who am I to offer such a diagnosis of fiction’s ailment? Four years 
of instruction under the greatest faculty in English, philosophy and history 
that Harvard, or any other American university ever assembled, must have 
taught me nothing, because the constitutionally academic critics dismiss my 
kind as mere journalists, just as they dismiss any writing with the juice of life 
in it as mere journalism. The best I can wish for some of these gentlemen is 
that they might be exposed for a brief period of their careers to the bracing 
winds of human sympathy and understanding which blow through every 
newspaper office. 

One trouble with literary criticism in this country today is that too much 
of it has been taken over by a group of impenetrably insulated bookworms. 
What they have to say about literature interests neither the intelligent public 
nor those writers who are worth their salt. Yet they exercise a corrupting in¬ 
fluence because many of them are in a position to foist their ideas upon un¬ 
formed, immature minds. 

—J. Donald Adams, The New York Times Book Review (September 5, 

1954). Reprinted bv permission of the author and the publishers. 


Also, I would hold that a “dramatistic” placement of the lyric is to be 
arrived at “deductively” in this sense: one approaches the lyric from the cate¬ 
gory of action , which Aristotle considers the primary element of the drama. 
And then by dialectic coaching one looks for a form that will have as its 
primary clement the moment of stasis, or rest . We are admonished, however, 
to note that there are two concepts of “rest,” often confused because we may 
apply the same word to both. There is rest as the sheer cessation of motion 
(in the sense that a rolling ball comes to rest); and there is rest as the end of ac¬ 
tion (end as finish or end as aim), the kind of rest that Aristotle conceived 
as the primum mobile of the world, the ground of motion and action both. 
It is proper for the physical sciences, we would grant, to treat experience non- 
dramatically, in terms of motion, but things in the realm of the social or hu¬ 
man require treatment in terms of action or drama. Or rather, though things 
in the realm of the human may be treated in terms of motion, the result will 
be statements not about the intrinsic, but about the extrinsic (as per our 
remarks on an “incongruous” science of the personality). 

A treatment of the lyric in terms of action would not by any means re¬ 
quire us merely to look for analogies from the drama. On the contrary, the 
state of arrest in which we would situate the essence of the lyric is not analo¬ 
gous to dramatic action at all, but is the dialectical counterpart of action. Con- 
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sidcr as an illustration the fourteen Stations of the Cross: The concern with 
them in the totality of their progression would be dramatic. But the pause 
at any one of them, and the contemplation and deepening appreciation of its 
poignancy, in itself, would be lyric. 

A typical Wordsworthian sonnet brings out this methodological aspect of 
the lyric (its special aptitude for conveying a state of mind, for erecting a mo¬ 
ment into a universe) by selecting such themes as in themselves explicitly re¬ 
fer to the arrest, the pause, the hush. However, this lyric state is to be under¬ 
stood in terms of action, inasmuch as it is to be understood as a state that sums 
up an action in the form of an attitude. 

Thus appioachcd, an attitude is ambiguous in this sense: It may be either 
an incipient act or the substitute for an act. An attitude of sympathy is in- 
cipicntlv an act, for instance, in that it is the proper emotional preparation for 
a sympathetic act; or it may be the substitute for an act in that the sympathetic 
person can let the intent do service for the deed (precisely through doing 
nothing, one may feel more sympathetic than the person whose mood may 
be partially distracted by the conditions of action). In either case, an attitude 
is a state of emotion, or a moment of stasis, in which an act is arrested, summed 
up, made permanent and total, as with the Grecian Urn which in its summa¬ 
tional quality Keats calls a “fair Attitude.” 

—Kenneth Burke, A.Grammar of Motives (New York, 1945), pp. 475-^. 

Reprinted with permission of the publishers, from A Grammar of Motives 

by Kenneth Burke. Copyright, 1945, by Prentice-Hall, Inc. 


CHAPTER 31 


MYTH AND ARCHETYPE 


§ The increasing modern interest in the symbolization 
of primitive man: Vico as a pioneer in this field , and mod¬ 
ern contributions from anthropology and psychology — 
Ernst Cassirer's Philosophy of Symbolic Forms: the origin 
of language and the origin of myth , the identification of 
subject and object in the symbol —//. Cassirer's view of 
what poetry expresses and of its relation to the language of 
science — W. At. Urbans Language and Reality: meta¬ 
physics as a symbolic language mediating among such 
other symbolic languages as those of science and art — III. 
Mrs. hangers Philosophy in a New Key and her Feeling 
and Form: the “import” of art as a “pattern of sentience” 
her account of lyrics and of more complicated poems — 
the strengths and limitations of the doctrine of sym¬ 
bolic form — IV. the distinction between poetry and myth 
as ;maintained by Cassirer and hanger: the assimilation of 
poetry to myth made today by the new “myth” critics — 
Northrop Frye and the elevation of literary criticism to a 
social science—Richard Chase and the equation of poetry 
and myth—Leslie Fiedler and the return to the poet's 
biography — V. other applications of myth study to litera¬ 
ture: Maud Bodkin and W. H. Auden — VI. Carl Jung's in¬ 
fluence upon modern literary criticism: his conception of 
“purposive” myths and dreams , his application of a “cog¬ 
nitive” criticism to myths and dreams — VU. Jwig's dis¬ 
tinction between the dream and the work of art—his 
specification of what the psychologist can contribute to 
the study of literature—Yeats and the uses of myth § 


O NE CONSEQUENCE OF THE SYMBOLIST DEVELOPMENT IN LITERATURE 1 

has been an increasing respect for the symbolism of primitive 
man, and specifically for the myths and iegends through which 
he characteristically expresses himself. If, as Kant argued, the mind is 
no passive mirror, merely giving back the world reflected in it, but is 
1 Cf. ante Chapter 26. 
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father an active force that affects the very shape of reality as perceived 
by us, then the symbolizations of primitive man are not necessarily 
childish and absurd, but have their own interest and perhaps make their 
own contribution to “truth.” As we have seen in an earlier chapter, 2 
J. G. Herder, who was a younger contemporary of Kant’s, boldly de¬ 
rived language from the mythic process and made the special character 
of poetry reside in the fact that poetry preserves the dynamic quality of 
myth. Even earlier in his Scienza Nuova, the Neapolitan scholar Giam¬ 
battista Vico had elaborated the theory that myth was a kind of poetic 
language, the only language that man was capable of in his primitive 
stage of development, and yet, for all that, a genuine language with its 
own principle of structure and its own logic. 

Vico conjectured that language first began with gesture, then devel¬ 
oped through the stages of myth and figurative language to the clarified 
and ordered language of modem polite societies. Yet if Vico dignified 
poetry by regarding it as a form of knowledge—and, for the historian 
of primitive times, an indispensable mode of knowledge—he regarded it 
as an inferior knowledge which had been superseded as civilization de- 

Vico had very little influence upon the thinkers of his own day. 
Rene Wellek writes that “the attempts to prove his influence in France, 
England, and Germany during the 18th century, especially in aesthetics, 
have all failed.” 3 In our own time, however, Vico has come to exert a 
very powerful influence. Our modem studies of primitive man have con¬ 
firmed some of Vico’s insights and have, in any case, compelled recogni¬ 
tion of his position as a brilliant pioneer. Even some of his more 
questionable observations find their parallels in those of present-day 
critics. If, for example, Vico was unable to distinguish poetry from myth, 
we find modem critics like Richard Chase insisting that myth is only 
poetry. It is interesting, however, to note that a modern philosopher like 
Croce, whom Vico influenced directly, displays very little interest in the 
sort of anthropological speculation in which Herder indulged in the 18th 
century and of which today Vico is to be regarded as the great pioneer. 
In spite of his acknowledged debt to the historical empiricism of Vico, 
Croce developed a rigorous philosophical idealism. 

The philosopher of our day who has pushed furthest the concern 
for the origin of language and the laws that govern the development of 
primitive ritual and myth is Ernst Cassirer. His Philosophy of Symbolic 
Forms (1923-29) is Kantian in its general orientation, but Cassirer pays 
high tribute to Herder, calling him “the Copernicus of history.” 4 He 
quarrels, however, with Herder’s attempt to derive language from myth, 

2 Cf. ante Chapter 17. 

3 A History of Modern Criticism , I, 135- 

4 The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms (New Haven, 1953), I, 41- 
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insisting that neither is derivable from the other. We are rather to think 
of language and myth as “two diverse shoots from the same parent 
stem,” 5 6 springing from the same impulse of symbolic formulation. This 
impulse Cassirer calls “a concentration and heightening of simple sensory 
experience.” Cassirer’s association of primordial language with intense 
emotional experience is a matter of some importance for his conception 
of poetry. We shall return to it. But first it is important to sum up what 
Cassirer seems to say about the relation of language to reality. 

Some of Cassirer’s comments promise a great deal. Symbols, he 
holds, are shaped by man’s needs and purposes. The symbol is not an 
aspect of reality: it is reality. In the symbol there is a thoroughgoing 
identification between subject and object: 

. . . in place of a more or less adequate “expression,” we find a 

relation of identity, of complete congruence between “image” 

and “object,” between the name and the thing. 0 

Indeed, Cassirer insists that we falsify the issues when we describe the 
symbol as a “meeting-place” of subject and object, for the very concept 
of the ego and non-ego belong to what is a relatively “late development” 
of language. Primitive man, Cassirer conjectures, knew no such duality. 
The distinction between the apprehending self and the apprehended 
thing required for its recognition the development of the power of re¬ 
flection and of logic. 

In an earlier chapter 7 we remarked upon Coleridge’s yearning for 
the discovery of a realm in which the distinction between words and 
things should be abolished. But that realm actually exists, Cassirer de¬ 
clares—it exists in the world of the savage mentality. In the mind of 
primitive man, the flickering mythic perceptions—the “momentary gods” 
that are generated out of the savage’s more vivid experiences—are, 
through the medium of words, stabilized and given a relative fixity. The 
word is no mere surrogate. “Often it is the name of the deity,” Cassirer 
has observed, “rather than the god himself, that seems to be the real 
source of efficacy.” 8 

Indeed, for Cassirer a local habitation and a name remains even to¬ 
day of the utmost importance; lacking a name, human experience cannot 
be “stored and stabilized.” Only through the habitation afforded by a 
name can the psychic energy pass over into something like substance— 
a deposit of meaning that can be contemplated on later occasions, and 
linked with and related to other such deposits of meaning. The ability 

5 Language and Myth, trans. Susanne Langer (New York, 1946), p. 88, by 
permission of the publishers, Harper and Brothers. 

6 Language and Myth, p. 58. 

7 Cf. ante Chapter 26. 

8 Language and Myth, p. 48. 


46 



Literary Criticism: A Short History 702 

to make and use such symbols is what renders man a human being: man 
is the symbol-making animal—the only such animal . 9 

II 

But as logic and discursive thought develop, language loses its emo¬ 
tional charge; its quality of concreteness is attenuated; and it approaches 
the state of the language of science. The process is, on the whole, one 
of deprivation: language is reduced to “a bare skeleton.” There remains 
one area, however, in which, even for sophisticated modern man, lan¬ 
guage “recovers the fullness of life.” 1 That is the realm of “artistic ex¬ 
pression,” where the original creative power of language is not only 
“preserved” but “renewed.” Poetry expresses, Cassirer writes, 

neither the mythic word-picture of gods and daemons, nor the 
logical truth of abstract determinations and relations. . . . The 
world of poetry stands apart from both, as a world of illusion 
and fantasy—but it is just in this mode of illusion that the realm 
of pure feeling can find utterance, and can therewith attain its 
full and concrete actualization . 2 

Cassirer makes it plain that the “pure” feeling that art expresses is not 
merely the personal emotions of the poet. The lyric poet, he tells us, 
is not “just a man who indulges in displays of feeling.” This realm of 
pure feeling has its own claim to objectivity. Since we can know reality 
only through symbolic forms, art constitutes one of the perspectives by 
which to view reality. Art is no mere entertainment, no mere diversion, 
no mere act of play. It is a revelation of a genuine aspect of our life. 

What would we know of the innumerable nuances in the aspect 
of things were it not for the works of the great painters and 
sculptors? Poetry is, similarly, the revelation of our personal 
life. The infinite potentialities of which we had but a dim and 
obscure presentiment are brought to light by the lyric poet, by 
the novelist, and by the dramatist. Such art is in no sense mere 
counterfeit or facsimile, but a genuine manifestation of our 
inner life . 3 

Cassirer seems to conceive of art as in some sense a counterpoise 
to science. Art gives us a special knowledge of our “inner” life, as science 
presumably does of our “outer” life. It restores the dimension of emotion 

9 “Hence, instead of defining man as an animal rationale , we should define him 
as an animal symbolicum ,” An Essay on Man (New Haven, 1944), p. 26. 

1 Language and Myth , p. 98. 

2 Language and Myth , p. 99 - 
8 Essay on Man, p. 169. 
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and emotional response and thus offsets the attenuation and abstraction 
necessary to science. One wishes that Cassirer were somewhat clearer 
on this matter of the relation of one kind of language to another, and 
specifically with reference to the relation of art to science. He has, to be 
sure, some interesting and suggestive passages in which he says that 
language “moves in the middle kingdom between the ‘indefinite’ and the 
‘infinite,’ ” 4 and that the effort to realize a truly pure treatment of either 
being or of self would necessarily take us outside the realm of language 
altogether into “a world of silence.” Fie tells us too that since we can 
know reality only through symbolic forms, the question of what reality 
is apart from such forms becomes irrelevant. The basic philosophical ques¬ 
tion, he says in his Language and Alyih, has to do with the “mutual 
limitation and supplementation” 5 of myth, art, religion, and science— 
that is, with a mediation among the various accounts of reality given by 
the various kinds of language. 

But by making science the “last step in man’s mental development,” 
by frankly calling it the “highest and most characteristic attainment of 
human culture,” 0 Cassirer seems to give it a priority over the other 
kinds of language. Though he defends the objectivity of the other kinds 
of language, he leaves the suggestion that science, by paring away the 
personal and emotional elements that are so much a constitutive part 
of the languages of myth, religion, and art, does actually give us a wider 
and deeper aspect of reality—that in some sense, in spite of his general 
argument, science does have some very superior access to reality. On the 
whole, therefore, one must agree with a recent critic who writes that: 

Although Cassirer represents poetry as the regeneration of the 

creative power of the word. . . , he is ultimately loyal to rea¬ 
son. Truth is the province of the “conceptual sign,” and poetry, 

however valuable, is “a world of illusion and fantasy.” 7 

Wilbur Urban, who shares many of Cassirer’s fundamental views, 
has been careful to repudiate any implication that art and religion use 
more “primitive” languages than do science and philosophy. In his Lan¬ 
guage and Reality he points out that all three are relevant to man, and to 
modem man . 8 He is also concerned to present them as not merely 
meaningful but true. That is, Urban is concerned to relate to one under¬ 
lying reality what is “said” by all the kinds of languages. Urban’s way 

4 Language and Myth, p. 8i. 

6 Language and Myth, p. 9. 

6 Essay on Man, p. 261. 

7 Symbolism arid American Literature, p. 55. Cf. Rene Wellek on this aspect of 
Cassirer, Rocky Mountain Review, IX (Summer, 1945)* *95- 

® Language and Reality (New York, 1939)* passim. On pp. 469-70,. he writes 
that it is a fallacy to view the aesthetic symbol “as a mere stage of, or imper¬ 
fect substitute for, scientific and philosophical knowledge.” Reprinted by permission 
of the publishers, The Macmillan Co. 
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of solving Cassirer’s problem of “mutual limitation and supplementation” 
is to set up metaphysics as the special discipline whose function it is 
to interpret what art, religion, and science have “to say” about reality 
and to mediate their varying “statements.” 

In a loyal adherence to the doctrine of symbolic form, Urban has 
to dismiss any hope that we can discover “hypothetical ‘pure experience’ 
... by stripping [it of] language.” 0 But he thinks that there is an ap¬ 
proach to some final truth and reality through understanding the “sym¬ 
bolic forms of language” and through becoming “more conscious of the 
formative principles embodied in these constructions.” Urban’s deepest 
difficulty is to penetrate a “symbolic” language fully while respecting 
the fact that it is symbolic. This difficulty comes out especially in his re¬ 
marks on the problem of art. Like Croce, he holds that a poem is strictly 
untranslatable. 1 The artistic symbol is not “merely a surrogate for a 
concept” but is rather the way in which the ideal content is apprehended 
and expressed. Yet if one wishes to connect what art has to tell us about 
reality with what science or with what religion has to tell us about reality, 
one is apparently compelled to make some kind of translation: 

We are apparently faced with a dilemma. If we are to interpret 
the “sense” of the symbol we must expand it, and this must be 
in terms of literal sentences. If, on the other hand, we thus ex¬ 
pand it we lose the “sense” or value of the symbol as symbol. 

The solution of this paradox seems to me to lie in an adequate 
theory of interpretation of the symbol. It does not consist in 
substituting literal for symbol sentences, in other words substi¬ 
tuting “blunt” truth for symbolic truth, but rather in deepening 
and enriching the meaning of the symbol. 2 

The fact that Urban ventures such a solution throws some light on 
our general problem. The autonomy that is conferred upon poetry by a 
doctrine of symbolic forms is bought at a high price if it leaves that 
autonomous realm quite isolated from other autonomous realms such as 
that of science. Yet Urban’s solution poses real difficulties; and Mrs. 
Susanne K. Langer, another philosopher of symbolic form, has had to 
reject Urban’s attempt to “interpret” artistic symbols as not only un¬ 
satisfactory but as quite inconsistent with Urban’s general position. 

Ill 

Mrs. Langer’s view appears first in Philosophy in a New Key , 1942. The 
title suggests something of the excitement with which her book is writ¬ 
ten. She considers that the concept of symbolic transformation, for which 

9 Language and Reality , p. 374 - 2 Language and Reality , pp. 434 - 5 - 

1 Language and Reality , p. 49 °* 
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she gives special credit to Cassirer, strikes a new key in philosophy, a 
key into which all the great questions of our age must now be transposed. 

The end of a philosophical epoch, she argues, comes “with the ex¬ 
haustion of its motive concepts.” 8 Now once more the springs of “phil¬ 
osophical thought have run dry.” 3 4 In our own otherwise arid landscape, 
the principle of symbolic transformation represents a fresh fountainhead, 
a generative force providing us with new motives and problems. Activi¬ 
ties of our day apparently so diverse as symbolic logic and Freudian 
psychology reveal themselves to be in fact related when one reflects that 
each has discovered in its own way the importance of this power of 
symbolization. 

Like Cassirer, Mrs. Langer regards myth as the “primitive phase of 
metaphysical thought, the first embodiment of general ideas,” 5 In due 
course mythic conception gives way when discursive language has been 
developed. The civilization then moves into a rationalistic period, though 
Mrs. Langer concedes that a day may come in which, ideas having 
been “exploited and exhausted, there will be another vision, a new my¬ 
thology.” 0 But Mrs. Langer, though she seems to connect poetry and 
the arts generally with mythic thinking, is not willing to concede that 
art is a mere passing phase in man’s mental history. On the contrary, 
art is a “new symbolic form” which is able to live on “side by side with 
philosophy and science and all the higher forms of thought.” 7 Here, of 
course, Mrs. Langer follows closely Cassirer’s statement that poetry 
presents us with a “world of illusion” in which “the realm of pure feel¬ 
ing can find utterance.” In Philosophy in a New Key music was her 
primary example. Music, she says, is “our myth of the inner life—a 
young, vital, and meaningful myth, of recent inspiration and still in its 
‘vegetative’ growth.” 8 In Feeling a?id Form , 1953, she applies her theory 
of symbolic transformation in detail to the other arts. 

All art has meaning, or more precisely, something called “import.” 
Music, for example, has articulated form; it represents an intuition simple 
or complex, on the part of the composer. It has 

import , and this import is the pattern of sentience—the pattern 
of life itself, as it is felt and directly known. Let us therefore 
call the significance of music its “vital import” instead of “mean¬ 
ing,” using “vital” not as a vague laudatory term, but as a quali¬ 
fying adjective restricting the relevance of “import” to the dy¬ 
namism of subject experience. 0 

3 Philosophy in a New Key (Cambridge, Mass., 1942), p. 9. 

4 Philosophy in a New Key , p. 13. 6 Philosophy in a New Key , p. 202. 

6 Philosophy in a New Key , p. 201. 7 Philosophy in a New Key , p. 202-3. 

8 Philosophy in a New Key } p. 245. 

9 Feeling and Form (New York, 1953)1 pp. 31-2, by permission of the publishers, 
Charles Scribner’s Sons. 
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A vase, a painting, even an abstract design has its import. We are pre¬ 
sented not with actual feeling but with “ideas of feeling” and through 
art we come to recognize and know the “life of sentience.” 

Since the life of feeling is a stream of tensions and resolutions, and 
since all vital tension patterns are organic patterns, any work of art must 
be essentially organic. But Mrs. Langer warns us not to confuse this 
illusion of the life of feeling with anything so crude as a direct copying 
of feelings. Indeed, since the artist does not give us a direct copy, he 
need not have experienced in actual life the feelings that his work ex¬ 
presses. He may, in articulating the work, even discover new possibilities 
of feeling. “For, although a work of art reveals the character of sub¬ 
jectivity, it is itself objective; its purpose is to objectify the life of feel¬ 
ing” 1 

Mrs. Langer’s position is in general a sensitive and highly sophisti¬ 
cated exposition of the symbolist view of art. Her highest praise of a 
poem is that it should be “entirely expressive”; and in fact her critical 
position scarcely allows her to offer more in the way of praise This fact 
is clearly revealed in the detailed analyses of poems which she gives us 
in Feeling and Form . She is much more convincing when writing on 
the short lyrics than on more complicated poems. She is, for example, 
quite excellent in discussing a relatively simple and lyrical poem like 
William Blake’s “The Echoing Green,” which she takes to be a symbol 
“of life completely lived.” “Here,” she writes, the artistic form is “com¬ 
pletely organic, and therefore able to articulate the great vital rhythms 
and emotional overtones and undertones.” 2 

But her observations on Wordsworth’s “Intimations Ode” suggest 
some of the embarrassments to which she is exposed by a poem of greater 
complexity. This “philosophical” poem, she points out properly enough, 
is not really a very formidable piece of philosophizing. The poet could 
not have “elaborated and defended his position.” He evidently did not 
really believe in the doctrine of Platonic anamnesis to which the poem 
seems to commit him. The logical structure “of the thought is really 
very loose.” 3 What the poem expresses is 

essentially the experience of having so great an idea [as that of 
transcendental remembrance], the excitement of it, the awe, the 
tinge of holiness it bestows on childhood, the explanation of the 
growing commonplaceness of later life, the resigned acceptance 
of an insight. 4 

The poem expresses what it feels like to have so great an idea. But 
what of greatness? If the idea seemed trivial to the reader, would 


1 Feeling and Form , p. 374 - 

2 Feeling and Form , p. 227. 


8 Feeling and Form , p. 220. 
4 Feeling and Form } p. 219. 
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that fact not make a real difference? It would have been possible for 
Mrs. Langer to argue that only two things are required: first, as she has 
actually argued, that the idea should have appeared great to the poet, 
and second, as her general theory of art implies, that the poet should 
have been sufficiently competent as a poet to make the idea seem great 
to us; that is, Mrs. Langer might have argued that the poet’s failure could 
only be the failure of inexpressiveness. 5 But the circular nature of such 
an argument scarcely needs pointing out: for the reader to whom the 
idea has been rendered great, it is great—that is, within the relevant 
frame of reference, the experience of the poem. 

Mrs. Langer expresses some dissatisfaction with T. S. Eliot’s “purer’ 
poems, and she is rather impatient of some of his literary methods, 
particularly his use of literary allusions. Her reference to Eliot’s “des¬ 
perate nostalgia for a vanished culture,” 6 makes one wonder, however, 
whether her dissatisfaction has to do merely with literary techniques and 
not also with Eliot’s ideas—which may not seem “true and important” 7 
to her even though one assumes they must have seemed so to the poet. 
Yet one may question whether, in terms of her general theory, she is 
entitled to say more than that Eliot’s poems are sometimes inexpressive. 
For elsewhere in Feeling and Form she makes such remarks as these: 
“Materials [for a poem] are neither good nor bad, strong nor weak”; 8 
“Where a theme comes from makes no difference; what matters is the 
excitement it begets, the importance it has for the poet”; 0 and “There is 
nothing the matter with an ardent moral idea in poetry, provided the 
moral idea is used for poetic purposes.” 1 

On the negative side, Mrs. Langer’s presentation of the doctrine of 
symbolic form is admirable. She puts cogently the warning that we must 
not impose our preconceptions on the poem; nor wrench out of context 
any “statements” that may be imbedded in the poem; nor demand that 
it be a political or philosophical document answering to our own political 
or philosophical notions. But as another “answer to science” the doctrine 
of symbolic form, even as developed by Mrs. Langer, risks claiming at 
once too little and too much. 

It risks claiming too little in stressing as the essential pattern of po¬ 
etry the “life of sentience.” Mrs. Langer is much more sophisticated than, 
say, Max Eastman. She carefully distinguishes between the pattern of 
feelings as articulated in the poem and the poet’s own outpouring of 
emotions; she avoids the notion that the poet is simply projecting a sub¬ 
jective experience. But on close scrutiny there actually may be little to 
differentiate her account of what poetry expresses from Eastman’s. He 
opines that 

5 Feeling and Form , p. 234. 

6 Feeling and Form , p. 248. 

7 Feeling and Form , p. 219. 


8 Feeling and Form , p. 406. 

9 Feeling and Form , p, 254. 
1 Feeling and Form , p. 5. 
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George Meredith made poetry of happy passion in “Love in the 
Valley,” and of unhappy pain in “Modern Love,” and though 
he was very intellectual, he had nothing to say to us about 
either one of them [i.e., those feelings 1 that we have been able 
to remember, except that there they were. 2 

At the same time, the doctrine of symbolic form risks claiming 
too much. Even in Mrs. Langer’s treatment, and not merely in the 
obviously extravagant treatments of an Emerson or a Whitman, there is 
this risk. If all the cards in the deck are “wild” and can be counted as 
belonging to whatever suit and constituting whatever value we care to 
assign them, then the game ends. The possibility of conflict disappears. 
Perhaps Wordsworth’s “great idea,” Mrs. Langer has argued, was required 
only to generate the emotion for Wordsworth’s poem, as a grain of sand 
within the oyster is required to generate a pearl. But the power of the 
idea to excite the poet’s awe is not so easily separated from its ability 
to elicit the reader’s awe: for to assume that the poet could have done 
quite as well with any idea that appealed to him is to conclude that ideas 
do not matter at all or—what amounts to the same thing—to assume 
that the poet is a kind of god, capable of making up his meanings out of 
whole cloth. In either case we are back to Emerson’s symbolistic monism. 
If Mrs. Langer avoids this kind of monism, as on the whole she does, 
it is because in practise she uses more referential criteria than she is per¬ 
haps aware that she is using and more than her theory strictly entitles 
her to use. 


IV 

Though both Cassirer and Mrs. Langer are, as we have seen, much in¬ 
terested in the relation of poetry to myth, and though they both levy 
upon myth to illustrate the theory of symbolic form, they arc scrupu¬ 
lously careful to distinguish myth from poetry. Mrs. Langer writes, for 
instance, “Legend and myth and fairy tale are not in themselves litera¬ 
ture, they are not art at all, but fantasies; as such, however, they are the 
natural materials of art.” 3 But many of the critics of our time have, more 
boldly (or shall one say less scrupulously) seized upon the connection 
between myth and literature as providing a new key to criticism. 

These new “myth” critics, now to be discussed, tend to be more 
conversant with psychology than with philosophy. They have also been 
heavily influenced by the anthropological studies of the last fifty years. 
They have been tremendously impressed by the discovery—or the re¬ 
discovery—that myth, ritual, and poetry are to be found at the begin- 
2 The Literary Mind , p. 148- 3 Feeling and Form , p. 274. 


709 Myth and Archetype 

nings of every culture. The specifically human estate begins, it has been 
persuasively argued, with these forms of human expression, and it de¬ 
velops under their influence. The modern myth critic has probably been 
even more powerfully impressed by the evidence that primitive man still 
lurks within each of us, and that the 20th-century citizen who dutifully 
drives to work each morning in an automobile, transacts business by 
telephone with a firm three thousand miles away, and gets himself ready 
for sleep by watching entertainment relayed to his living-room by the 
electronics industry, recreates nightly in his dreams the primordial sym¬ 
bols of ancient myth. Seen in these terms, myth seems to offer to poetry 
an inviolable refuge against the incursions of a hostile science. 

Myth suggests a fresh means by which to study the “laws of the 
imagination.” Mrs. Langer herself is willing to agree that, since these 
laws are “really just canons of symbolization,” the “systematic study of 
them” may be justly said to have been “first undertaken by Freud.” 4 The 
critics who hope to find in myth the key to artistic creation make much 
of the number of characteristics that poetry shares with dream. The 
process that Freud calls the “dream-work” shows startling similarities 
with “poetic work.” In both there is “condensation” (the combining 
several images in one image), “displacement” (the vesting in some ap¬ 
parently unimportant clement the underlying significance of the whole), 
and “overdetermination” (several quite different significances focused 
upon the same element so that it bears more than one meaning). In both 
poetry and dream, logical relationships are frequently evaded or tran¬ 
scended by the mere juxtaposition of images. 5 Not only Freud, but 
notably among other psychologists Carl Jung, and the cultural anthro¬ 
pologists in general are regarded as having furnished positive and specific 
directives for the study of poetry. Some of our recent critics, under 
the stimulus of such studies, write with the excitement of men who have 
suddenly envisaged a whole new hemisphere. 

For Northrop Frye the discovery points to the possibility of turning 
literary criticism for the first time into a true science. No true science, 
he argues, can be content to rest in the structural analysis of the object 
with which it deals. The poet is only the efficient cause of the poem, but 
the poem, having form, has a formal cause that is to be sought. On 
examination, Frye finds this formal cause to be the archetype. 6 

What Frye calls “total” literary history moves from the primitive to 
the sophisticated, and so Frye glimpses the possibility of envisaging lit- 

4 Feeling and Form , p. 241. 

5 Cf. ante Chapter 28 for parallels in the modem “semantic” study of poetic 
language. 

G “My [Critical] Credo,” The Kenyon Review, XII (Winter, 195O, pp. 92-110. 
“Archetype,” borrowed from Jung, means a primordial image, a pan of the collective 
unconscious, the psychic residue of numberless experiences of the same kind, and thus 
part of the inherited response-pattern of the race. 
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erature as the “complication of a relatively . . . simple group of for¬ 
mulas that can be studied in a primitive culture.” 7 In the light of this 
possibility, the search for archetypes becomes a kind of “literary anthro- 
pology, concerned with the way that literature is informed by pre¬ 
literary categories such as ritual, myth and folk tale.” 8 Since the quest- 
myth is central to ritual and myth—and thus to literature—all the literary 
genres may be derived from it. Groupings under the rubrics of the four 
seasons emerge. That of spring will illustrate what Frye has in mind: 

The dawn, spring, and birth phase. Myths of the birth of the 
hero, of revival and resurrection, of creation and ... of the de¬ 
feat of the powers of darkness, winter and death. Subordinate 
characters: the father and mother. The archetype of romance 
and of most dithyrambic and rhapsodic poetry. 0 

Frye not only envisages criticism’s taking its place “among the other 
social sciences.” He has suggestions for bringing this about through 
what amounts to a production-line technique. The literary specialists 
who will deal with the text in question are disposed as follows: first the 
editor (“to clean up the text for us”), then the rhetorician and philol¬ 
ogist, the literary psychologist, the literary social historian, the philoso¬ 
pher and the historian of ideas, and finally at the end of the line, the 
literary anthropologist. Frye consistently refers to the work of art as a 
“product,” an organic commodity that is capable of being sorted, classi¬ 
fied, and graded—a notion that receives some support from the way in 
which Frye chooses to suggest how a poem comes into being: 

The fact that revision is possible, that the poet makes changes 
not because he likes them better but because they are better, 
means that poems, like poets, are born and not made. The poet’s 
task is to deliver the poem in as uninjured a state as possible, and 

7 Kenyon Review, XII, 99. 

8 Kenyon Review, XII, 99-100. 

0 Kenyon Review, XII, p. 104. Joseph Campbell's The Hero with a Thousand 
Faces (Bollingcn Scries, XVII, 1949), is one of a number of recent books that 
treat the quest-myth. Campbell too feels that his mission is to proclaim the new 
dispensation. He tells us that the “great coordinating mythologies •. . . now are 
known as lies” (p. 388), yet the problems with which they purported to deal 
remain. We shall solve these problems, he predicts, by learning “to recognize the 
lineaments of God in all the wonderful modulations of the face of man” (p. 390) • 
Still more extravagant claims for the benefits to spring from our knowledge of the 
universal myth are made by James K. Fcibleman in his Aesthetics (New York, 
1949). He argues that the future of modem literature is immense: Though we 
moderns have no legends like that of Troy nor myths like that of the House of 
Atreus, we do have an extensive knowledge of the master myth, “the myth of the 
year god ? * (p. 426). The possession of this myth gives our ardsts an even greater 
opportunity than that afforded the Greek artist of the fifth century b.c., for the 
modem artist not only knows a greater number of myths he knows much more 
about the very nature of myth! 
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if the poem is alive, it is equally anxious to be rid of him, and 
screams to be cut loose from his private memories and associa¬ 
tions, his desire for self-expression, and all the other navel-strings 
and feeding tubes of his ego. The critic takes Over where the 
poet leaves off. . . 


In this lively analogy the poem is evidently the babe, the poet the 
m( >t er, and the critic the midwife and nurse, who ties off the cord, 
te s . t ^ le mot her the infant is a boy or girl, washes it up for presentation 
to t c outside world, and presumably gives it an anthropological classifica¬ 
tion and takes its Bertillion measurements. Yet Frye’s analogy fails to 
cover what must finally be the crucial question of whether the poem is 
stiJJ-born and inert, or alive. Fie merely alludes to this question with the 
cautionary “if the poem is alive.” In some sense this has always been 
the primary question with which criticism has had to concern itself: is 
the poem “alive,” or is it merely a document, wooden, dead, lifeless, a 
mere ‘‘exhibit,” without literary merit? Frye’s midwife-critic, in none of 
the special roles portioned out to him as textual editor, historian of ideas, 
or even literary anthropologist, can answer that question, and in none of 
the many roles that Frye assigns him does he need to answer that ques¬ 
tion. The inert and valueless “document” will submit to the kind of 
classification that Frye specifies just as well as a valuable poem. The 
promise that by such means criticism may take its place among the other 
social sciences justifies pressing the question suggested by Frye’s anal- 
°gy. For it is a matter of some consequence whether criticism, once it 
has become a social science, will become as chary of making evaluations 
and rendering normative judgments. In short, is the aim to make crit¬ 
icism a purely descriptive, value-free social science? That eventuality 
would prove to be simply a new variant on the old historicism. 

In the position developed by Richard Chase in The Quest for Myth y 
the term “myth” is clearly a value term. A poem that is vibrantly alive 
is mythic and vice versa; for Chase absolutely identifies poetiy and myth. 
“Myth,” he writes, “is only art.” 1 2 The adverb only in this context is 
rather curious. One wants to ask whether Chase is attempting to debun 
myth, on the assumption that myth has close affiliations wit re g^n, 
or whether he is striving to enhance art by suggesting that t e “”1?° 
function claimed for myth in past cultures is actua y 
through art for our scientific civilization. A reading o 
indicates that he means to do something of bo ^ h ’ same human needs, 
Poetry and myth, he argues, arise out ° f ®* fa ^vesting ex¬ 
represent the same kind of symbolic structure, ^ rQn ^ an d perform 
perience with the same kind of awe and magic 


1 Kenyon Review, XII, 97-8* . n II0 

2 The Quest for Myth (Baton Rouge, W 9 )» P* 
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the same cathartic function. The last phrase, however, is strictly a 
misnomer. Here Chase substitutes for Aristotle’s metaphor of purgation 
a figure of his own that has to do with animal taming. We have been 
made, he says, whether we like it or not, the trustees “of inhumanly 
powerful forces which were once caged and domesticated by the ap¬ 
paratus of the Christian religion.” That cage has been broken and the 
beasts have escaped and now lurk in the depths of man’s unconscious. 
Ghosts such as haunt the hero in Henry James’s “The Beast in the 
Jungle” 

are terrible and destructive just because they are inadequately 
projected by their victims. . . . We must do with “the beast” 
what James himself did: flush it from the jungle so that it may 
be captured in the texture of aesthetic experience and bent to 
our will. 3 

The artist is evidently the hound that flushes the beast from the 
jungle; his art is the cage that holds him when captured, and also, one 
supposes, the kitchen-chair and whip which the artist lion-tamer uses to 
force him to take his stand on the pedestal and sit quietly, obedient to 
the trainer’s will. But the complications of Chase’s image need not obscure 
at all the function which he assigns to poetry. It is substantially the role 
that Matthew Arnold assigned to poetiy. The strength of art is that it 
does not rest upon dogma, and therefore can survive the breakup of 
dogma. If myth once upon a time tamed the destructive forces within 
man, and if myth is only art, then art ought to be able to tame them for 
us now. 

The parallel with Arnold will suggest why Chase is so hostile to the 
proposition that myth originally implied belief. And here, of course, 
Chase comes into sharp collision with philosophers of symbolic form 
like Cassirer and Langer, who, as we have seen, firmly insist that in 
the true “mythical imagination there is always implied an act of be¬ 
lief” 4, I. A. Richards once wrote of The Waste Lcmd that Eliot had 
effected a complete severance of poetry and belief, though Eliot himself 
was to demur. Chase seems to be saying that there never was any ef¬ 
fective relation between belief and myth (poetry). The claim is almost 
heroically desperate. Yet it is easy to see why Chase has to insist upon 
it. If it could be made good, it would constitute an answer to a question 
that nowadays is certain to be raised by many voices: namely, how 
modem man is to profit from the power inherent in myth if in fact no 
intellectually respectable modern can any longer believe in myth? If, 
however, myth is “only art,” the day is saved. 

For Leslie Fiedler, the new perspective now offered by myth leads 


«Quest for Myth , p. 102. 


4 An Essay on Man, p. 75. 
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straight back into the study of message and consequently into the study 
of biography. 5 Fiedler reacts sharply against recent “formalist” trends in 
criticism: the emphasis upon an “impersonal art,” upon the poem itself 
rather than the study of its background. He wishes to reaffirm the im¬ 
portance of the poet’s personality and the relevance of the poet’s “in¬ 
tention.” It is easy to see why: the theories that he is attacking tend to 
minimize the ancient distinction between literary form and content. 
Fiedler is engaged in reasserting a full dualism. For the archetypal ma¬ 
terials are really a privileged poetic subject matter in disguise. He argues 
that any great poem must be an acceptable rendition of this special poetic 
content. 

At the same time, a study of the poet’s response—of the way in 
which he expresses, and by expressing, stamps, his personal “signature” 
upon the archetype—forces the critic to take full account of the biog¬ 
raphy of the poet. For in Fiedler’s conception, a poem is not an object 
to be known; it is rather a clue to an event in the poet’s psyche. The 
poet’s psyche is the arena in which Dichtung and Wahrheit become one: 
the poetic work itself is incidental to this important process: 

In deed as in word, the poet composes himself as maker and 
mask, in accordance with some contemporaneous mythos of the 
artist. And as we all know, in our day, it is even possible to be 
a writer without having written anything! 6 

Literature has come a long way since the day of Thomas Gray and 
his “mute inglorious Miltons.” That our poets may be tongue-tied, or too 
busy with their psychic struggles to stop and put anything down on 
paper, may or may not endanger their status as real poets. But, of course, 
Fiedler expects them normally to put themselves on paper, for then the 
therapeutic benefits of the process of poetic objectification (compare 
Chase ante) become socially available: 

In the Mask of [the poet’s] life and the manifold masks of his 
work, the poet expresses for a whole society the ritual meaning 
of its inarticulate selves; the artist goes forth not to “recreate 
the conscience of his race,” but to redeem its unconscious. We 
cannot get back into the primal Garden of the unfallen Arche¬ 
types, but we can yield ourselves to the dreams and images that 
mean paradise regained. 7 

In the same essay Fiedler writes that the poet is able to take us back 
“to his unconscious core, where he becomes one with us all in the 
presence of our ancient Gods, the protagonists of fables we think we no 

5 “Archetype and Signature,” The Sewanee Review, LX (Spring, 1952), 253-73. 
Reprinted by permission of The Sewanee Review . 

6 The Sewanee Review , LX, 261. 1 Sewanee Review, LX, 273. 
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longer believe.” 8 But never mind what we think on these occasions; do 
we or do we not believe? That will be the question that some readers 
will want to put. Can we, by taking a firm hold on our bootstraps, 
actually lift ourselves to a belief in what we do not “really believe”? Or 
is “believe” being used in a Pickwickian sense? One is aware that the 
question may not be easy to answer, but eventually it must at least be 
faced. 


V 

The more literary question that is raised by Fiedler and by the myth 
critics in general may be put as follows: Have they found in their study 
of myth and the psychology of dreams an authoritative clue to the in¬ 
terpretation of poems? They certainly write with the excitement of men 
who have found such a key. Yet their claims are a little incoherent and 
at points contradictory. 

The attempt to apply Freudian theory to poetry i*uns into a similar 
problem: Mrs. Langer points out that the peculiar weakness of Freud’s 
theory as applied to poetics is that it tends to “put good and bad art on a 
par, making all art a natural self-expressive function like dream and 
‘make-believe.’ ” 9 

It is possible, of course, to argue that one poet uses a myth more 
“artistically” or more “powerfully” than another; or one may argue that 
some myths are more powerful or more significant than other myths and 
therefore yield greater poems. But to take either alternative would seem 
to reinstate the traditional critical problems in full force. For our attempt 
to show that Poem A uses Myth X artistically whereas Poem B does 
not, brings up what Frye has called the “problem of rhetoric.” And so 
does our argument that Myth X is more significant (and therefore makes 
for a greater poem) than Myth Y. Considerations of this sort suggest 
that “mythic” and “archetypal” criticism, whatever other contribution it 
may make, provides no way of circumventing the basic problems of tra¬ 
ditional criticism. 1 

In considering some of the recent “myth” criticism, we have seen 
how various it is in its emphases: with Frye we are asked to assign an 
almost monstrous “life of its own” to the poem; with Fiedler, on the 
other hand, the poem is important as an event in the life of the poet; 
and there is Chase’s concern for the audience in his therapeutic em¬ 
phasis. But the literary use of the study of myths can be centered firmly 
upon the poetic structure itself. Maude Bodkin’s Archetypal Patterns of 

8 Sewanee Review , LX, 273. 

9 Feeling and Form , p. 240. 

1 Cf. Fergusson, Idea of a Theater , pp. 17, 77. 
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Poetry is an excellent demonstration of this possibility. Her archetypal 
patterns are the primordial images that occur in the poetry of both the 
past and the present. They are such images as that of the mysterious 
cavern, of the guilt-haunted wanderer, of the fountain, of the buried 
com, and so on. She keeps specific passages of the poems that she dis¬ 
cusses steadily in view. In her sensitive commentaries on particular poems. 
Miss Bodkin is for the most part filling out implications, suggesting com¬ 
parisons between the symbols in the poem and symbols as they occur 
in tribal and religious life, and in general employing the special findings 
of psychology and comparative religion in the same way that she employs 
other fields of knowledge. Such work is always important, but it scarcely 
invokes a revolutionary technique—nor does Miss Bodkin regard it as do¬ 
ing so. Her very conception of archetypes implies that images endowed 
with such universal significance—images rooted so deep in the human 
psyche—must have yielded much of their significance to both poet and 
reader in the past. The work left to the modern psychologist can be no 
more than to make explicit in a particular way what was already in some 
sense intuited by the earlier reader. 

It is with the complete resources of our minds that we must 
appreciate, if appreciation is to be genuine. If, for instance, we 
have found certain elements in experience made newly explicit 
through the teaching of Freud, that new awareness will enter 
into our apprehension of Othello , or of Hcnnlet , though it was 
not present in Shakespeare’s own thought, nor in the audience 
for whom he wrote. 

One can no more bind within the limits of the author’s in¬ 
tention the interactions with new minds of a play or poem that 
lives on centuries after his death, than one can restrict within 
its parents’ understanding the interrelations of the child that 
goes forth from their bodies to live its own life in the world. 2 

Thus, Miss Bodkin, refusing to allow the “author’s intention” to tyr¬ 
annize over the meaning of the work, recognizes the possibility of a 
growth of meaning in the constituent elements of a work and therefore 
a possible development in the meaning of the work itself. But she is as 
far as she can be from suggesting that a new “archetypal” criticism will 
now replace criticism as we* have known it. Knowledge of archetypes 
may be regarded as an acquisition of new artistic materials or else as an 
enrichment of older artistic materials: it constitutes an enlargement of 
the poet’s (and of the reader’s) potential resources; but it is not a “new” 
method of organization or interpretation. 

2 Archetypal Patterns of Poetry (Oxford, 1934)* p. 334. by permission of die 
publishers, Oxford University Press, Inc. Another excellent treatment of this sort 
of imagery is to be found in W. H. Auden’s The Enchafed Flood (1950). 
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VI 

Recent “myth” criticism, as previous allusions in this chapter indicate, 
owes more to Carl Jung than to any other man. It may be interesting, 
therefore, to examine his notions of the relation of the study of myth to 
literary criticism. There can be no doubt as to the serious role that Jung 
assigns to myth. One aspect of the seriousness with which he takes the 
function of myth in our psychic life is his insistence that one must 
discriminate very carefully among myths and even among dreams. He 
does not speak of dreaming “skilfully” or “eloquently,” but he does assert 
that one can on occasion dream “significantly.” He writes that he is 
compelled to admit “that the unconscious mind is capable at times of 
assuming an intelligence and purposiveness which are superior to actual 
conscious insight.” 8 The implications of this statement are large. If the 
activity of the unconscious in dream and myth is not merely a symptom 
of psychic disorder but “at times” at least is an intelligent and purposive 
ordering, then all myths and dreams are not alike; some are evidently 
more purposive and significant than others. And this judgment, that some 
are more purposive and significant than others, implies a cognitive crit¬ 
icism and interpretation of myth and dream. Jung means too that the 
function of “purposive” myths and dreams is not merely or even pri¬ 
marily cathartic; it is knowledge-giving: dreams give us knowledge of 
ourselves. 

This emphasis in Jung perhaps accounts for the fact that he has 
been more directly influential on recent literary criticism than Freud has 
been. Miss Bodkin has put the matter very well: 

The difference between the two schools [of Freud and Jung] 
lies in Jung’s belief that a synthetic or creative function does 
pertain to the unconscious—that within the fantasies arising in 
sleep or waking life there are present indications of new direc¬ 
tions or modes of adaptation, which the reflective self, when it 
discerns them, may adopt, and follow with some assurance that 
along these lines it has the backing of unconscious energies. 4 

It may not be too much to say that Jung (in contrast to Freud with 
his “psychiatric” analysis even of the poem) brings a cognitive criticism 
to bear even upon the dream. 

The “manifest” dream-picture is the dream itself, and contains 
the “latent” meaning. If I find sugar in the urine, it is sugar, 
and not a fajade that conceals albumen. When Freud speaks of 

8 Psychology and Religion (New Haven, 1938), p. 45. 

« Archetypal Patterns , p. 73.' 
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the “dream-fagade,” he is really speaking, not of the dream itself, 
but of its obscurity. . . . We say that a dream has a false front 
only because we fail to see into it. We would do better to say 
that we are dealing with something like a text that is unintelligi¬ 
ble, not because it is a facade, but simply because we cannot 
read it. 5 

Some of the dreams that he describes are very elaborate symbolic 
structures. Their parts arc ordered in accordance with a “logic of the 
imagination” and are therefore, to the proper interpreter, coherent and 
intelligible. They are in some sense analogous to poems, and the role of 
the interpreter—if we arc to judge from Jung’s own procedure in his 
published analyses—is analogous to that of the literary critic. For ex¬ 
ample, Jung will write of a particularly elaborate dream that it “speaks 
of religion and that it means to do so. Since the dream is elaborate and 
consistent it suggests a certain logic and a certain intention.” 0 Moreover 
the interpretation does not require a secret key: the symbols that it makes 
use of arc remarkably “public” and traditional—not nearly so clandestine 
as one might have thought. The condensations, juxtapositions and sym¬ 
bolic ambiguities, as Jung interprets this dream, show a remarkable re¬ 
semblance to those met with in much modern literary criticism. 

“A great work of art,” Jung writes, “is like a dream.” And he 
specifies two ways in which it is: “for all its apparent obviousness 
it docs not explain itself and is never unequivocal.” I hat is, the poem 
is not prescriptive; neither the poem nor even the dream says “You 
ought” or “This is the truth.” Moreover, like the dream, the poem re¬ 
quires us to make our own interpretation, for the poem presents an 
image “in much the same way as nature allows a plant to grow, and 
we must draw our own conclusions.” 7 


V 11 

In vkry important wavs. Jungs conception of the poem parallels that of 
the svmbolist theorist. A poem is organic; it is filled w ith implicit mean¬ 
ing; the relation of its parts may transcend that of rational arrangement 
—may indeed involve the reconciliation of apparent contradictions. This 
last parallel with certain modern theories of poetry becomes especially 
apparent if, following up Jung’s claim for parallelism between poem 
and dream, we attribute to poctrv on his view the kind of tension which 
he is emphatic in claiming for dream. Psychic energy in general, he 

,r ’Modem Man in Search of a Soul (New York, 193;), p. 15, bv permission of 
the publishers, Harcourt, brace and Company, Inc. 

* Psychology ami Religion , p. 31. 7 Modern Man, p. 19R. 

47 




Literary Criticism: A Short History 718 

tells us, involves “the play, of opposites.” The healthy growth of the 
mind involves a shattering of narrow states of consciousness through 
“the tension inherent in the play of opposites” and a building up thereby 
of a state of “wider and higher consciousness.” 8 

We have thus far stressed the likeness between poem and dream. 
Jung in fact draws a very sharp distinction between them. The dream 
is shaped by the unconscious, but the poem, though it may draw upon 
the depths of man’s being, is “apparently intentional and consciously 
shaped.” 0 Moreover Jung is careful to distinguish the psychologist’s 
study of the poet from his study of the poem: 

The truth is that [Freud’s view of art] takes us away from 
the psychological study of the work of art, and confronts us 
with the psychic disposition of the poet himself. That the latter 
presents an important problem is not to be denied, but the work 
of art is something in its own right, and may not be conjured 
away. 1 

The psychologist, then, is able (if he wishes) to study the poem and not 
merely the mind of the man who made it. 

If we ask what specific contribution the psychologist can make 
to the study of literature, Jung first offers us a distinction between two 
broad classes of literary work. There is what he calls “psychological” 
literature, which 

always takes its materials from the vast realm of conscious 
human experience—from the vivid foreground of life, we might 
say. I have called this mode of artistic creation psychological 
because in its activity it nowhere transcends the bounds of psy¬ 
chological intelligibility. . , . 

In dealing with the psychological mode of artistic creation, 
we never need ask ourselves what the material consists of or 
what it means. 2 

But this question does force itself upon us as soon as we come to the 
visionary mode of creation. 

Wc are astonished, taken aback, confused, put on our guard 
or even disgusted—and wc demand commentaries and explana¬ 
tions. Wc are reminded in nothing of everyday, human life, 

* Modem Man , p. 117. 

9 Modern Man , p. 175. The full context of Jung’s discussion makes it quite 
plain rhat the intenrionalit} is to he inferred from the work itself and not merely 
from some statement by the poet. In this matter Jung is emphatic, writing that 
“the truth is that poets arc human beings, and that what a poet has to sav about his 
work is often far from being the most illuminating word on the subject” (p. 186). 
1 Modem Man , p. 185. - Modern Man, pp. 180-2. 



719 Myth and Archetype 

but rather of dreams, night-time fears and the dark recesses of 

the mind that we sometimes sense with misgiving,* 

Apparently, the literature of the visionary mode may require the services 
of the psychologist. What those specific services are, it remains to con¬ 
sider. 

In the first place, according to Jung, the psychologist can show 
us that the kind of experience with which, say, a Dante or a Melville 
deals is, in spite of its “visionary” nature, important and to be taken 
seriously. The psychologist can point out that “we must take [the 
vision] at least as seriously as we do the experiences that underlie the 
psychological mode of artistic creation,” experiences that “no one doubts 
. , . are both real and serious.” 4 

In the second place, the psychologist can point out that however 
“dark this nocturnal world” with which the visionary artist deals may 
be, “it is not wholly unfamiliar.” 6 The last clause is worth stressing. 
If what the visionary artist treated were wholly unfamiliar, that is, really 
private and eccentric, its expression might have value for the artist him¬ 
self and might provide an interesting case-study for the psychologist, 
but it would cease to be a work of art. The fact is that the nocturnal world 
is in some sense the world of all of us, and this the psychologist can 
help us to see. 

The work of the psychologist, qua psychologist, therefore, turns 
out to be not so much a work of interpretation as one of vindication. 
The artist is to be freed from the charge that his vision is merely a 
symptom of some personal psychic maladjustment and from the charge 
that his symbols are merely subjective distortions of that world fash¬ 
ioned by those whom Jung calls the “reason-mongers.” Actually, as to 
specific “methods” of interpretation, Jung has in his later writings very 
little to say. But the clear implication is against the possibility of any 
special “method” by which the psychologist takes over from, and sub¬ 
stitutes himself for, the literary critic. Jung has made it plain that “vis¬ 
ionary” literature includes some of the most important literature that 
we have— Moby Dick and even the Divine Comedy. But he is careful 
also to include among instances of “visionary” literature such a work as 
Rider Haggard’s She* Jung does not indicate how we know that She 
is not so great a novel as Moby Dick; he simply takes it for granted 
that we do know it. But this judgment of relative literary value is 
clearly made by the critic, judging by whatever criteria a critic does 
judge, and not by the psychologist judging as psychologist. 

To the question raised earlier as to whether the new “myth” criti¬ 
cism possesses a special key for literary interpretation, the answer of 

8 Modem Man, p. 182. 4 Modem Man, p. 185. 5 Modem Man, p. 188. 

6 Jung also says specifically that “Literary products of highly dubious merit 
are often of the greatest interest to the psychologist” ( Modem Man, p. 177). 
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Jung would seem to be an emphatic no. The literary critic will ob¬ 
viously profit by all that he can learn about what human beings are, 
about how they behave, and especially about the way their minds work. 7 
He will also find valuable whatever knowledge he can obtain about 
the languages in which men express themselves—not only Latin or 
French or Old Norse, but all those recurrent patterns of symbolism to 
which the modem anthropologist or the depth psychologist or the stu¬ 
dent of comparative literature direct our attention. By studying these 
symbolic languages he will learn again how various is man and yet how 
much the same man remains. In this area of knowledge Jung furnishes 
stimulating—even exciting—observations, but by his own confession, 
his contribution would seem to consist in having added to our knowledge 
about man’s processes of symbolization and the great immemorial sym¬ 
bols—the archetypes—in which man tends to express himself. 

So it is also with W. B. Yeats, surely the greatest of the recent 
poets who have tried to use myth as the basis of their own work. As 
we have indicated in an earlier chapter, 8 Yeats proposed in writing 
A Vision to create a living myth. But no one knew better than Yeats 
that this would be literally impossible. We find him saying, therefore, 
that no mere intellectual revolution can bring back the “old simple 
celebration of life tuned to its highest pitch.” What might be possible 
for such a revolution to bring about would necessarily have to be “some¬ 
thing more deliberate . . . , more systematized, more external, more 
self-conscious, as must be at a second coming.” 9 

Just so. Yeats’s own “myth” as embodied in A Vision is more 
fully systematized, more deliberate, more external than any genuine 
myth can be. A Vision is in part a theory of history; in part a psychology 
of creation, in part—and perhaps most importantly—a dictionary of 
public and semi-personal symbols—a kind of logbook of the symbols 
that Yeats had used and was in the future to use in his own poetry. 
A Vision contains some prose wrought almost fully up to the pitch of 
poetry; and it throws light upon Yeats’s own development as a thinker 
and an artist. But the finest of Yeats’s poems do not depend upon it. 
They transcend it, making use of the “natural” and traditional symbols 
that he discusses in A Vision, or at times ignoring that body of sym¬ 
bols altogether and creating their own symbols. They are poems and 
their symbols are poetically effective, not because Yeats was a maker 
of myths but because he was a poet. And we for our part recognize 
his poems to be poems by whatever means we have for recognizing 
poetry. 

7 “Psychology and the study of art will always have to turn to one another 
for help, and the one will not invalidate the other” (Modern Man y p. 177). 

8 Of. ante Chapter 26. 

0 Wheels and Butterflies , 1934 (New York, 1935), pp. 6j-6. 
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§ retrospect: frovi Plato through the Middle Ages—II. the 
Renaissance and neo-classic eras — III, the romantic and 
post-romantic, to about 1940 — IV. the historical method as 
a study of the audience, criticism of gross structure, myth 
and ritual origins, the century of the common man — V. 
the correct view of Plato's rhapsode? the critical problem 
of values and emotions, subject and object, relative and 
universal, the role of words, accent on experience, /ig/j* 
refracted through a crystal, reality of external values, ffce 
“naive” —PY. aesthetic emotion and real life, tension and 
reconciliation, awi comic, Plato's Philebus, pwre and 
impure pleasures, aesthetics of “significant form” 18th- 
century dismal feelings, opposed to analysis of wit and 
irony, problem of pain and destruction, material concrete¬ 
ness, division, conflict, evil in literature, problem of moral 
covrmitment, Manichaean dualism, human substance vs. 
philosophic mclodrcana — VII. irony as metaphoric struc¬ 
ture, “form,” the metaphysical metaphor, metaphor as uni¬ 
versality and concreteness, metaphor and historical in¬ 
formation, ?nultiple perspectives, Aristotelian mimetic, 
Ricardian affective, Crocean expressionistic and linguistic, 
metaphor in criticism, status of the literary “kinds” vari¬ 
ous focuses — VIII. values sensory, spiritual, and aesthetic 
(representative and non-representative), reduction up or 
down, opposing and reconciling terms, “speculative,” 
“practical,” “doing,” “making” “useful,” “fine,” various 
simplifications, the difficult alternative: “A theory of po¬ 
etic or fine art must keep asserting in various idioms, by 
various strate gems, in accord with the demands of the dia¬ 
lectic of the time, the special character of poetry as a ten- 
sional union of making with seeing and saying” § 
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T he history which we have just brought to one of its momf.n- 
tary conclusions in the modern theory of mythic archetypes had 
one of its remote formal beginnings, we remember, in a Platonic 
dialogue where an ironic dialectician compelled a naive professor and 
reciter of poetry, a rhapsode, to make some damaging admissions about 
the kind of science or wisdom which either the rhapsode or his au¬ 
thority the poet might lay claim to. The upshot of the inquisition 
appeared to be that neither poet nor rhapsode, so far as they were 
simply poet or rhapsode, “knew” anything at all. They were prompted 
to their marvelous utterance by a divinely irrational afflatus; they were 
out of their minds with a power which came directly to the poet and 
was passed on by him to the rhapsode and to bis auditors by a kind of 
magnetism. 

The lov was an early and simple preliminary to Plato’s more elab¬ 
orate attacks on the illusionistic and emotive power of poetry (and of 
rhetoric) in the Republic , Pbaedrus and other mature dialogues. Aris¬ 
totle in his Poetics answered that a workout of painful emotions is a 
good thing, effecting a homeopathic purgation, and as for the allegedly 
deceptive remove at which poetry stood from the univcrsals, the tragic 
or epic poem was actually a kind of ethical invention which came much 
closer than the uncontrived chronicle of history to saying something 
serious and philosophic and universal about the human protagonist. There 
were hints about a certain blend of goodness and fault in that protago¬ 
nist and his experience of disastrous results. A comic poem was more 
abstract, less mythic, and the mistakes made were less painful and less 
destructive. In his Rhetoric Aristotle made some remarks about verbal 
tricks and heightened metaphoric w ays of speaking, and about the char¬ 
acter of a speaker and the emotions of his audience. These were ines¬ 
capable dimensions of discourse, and as they might be used in one wav 
by the sophist, the honest orator had better look well to their opposite 
use. 

A few hundred years later in Augustan Rome we found the urbane 
lyric and epistolary poet Horace still talking—in a tradition of Peri¬ 
patetic codifications—about dramatic and epic poetry and speaking cas¬ 
ually about Socratic wisdom as a sufficient source of poetic content. It 
seemed important to him—or he spoke as if it seemed important—to 
recognize certain well defined types of poetry, their metres, contents, 
and rules of decorum. He said that correct usage in words was im¬ 
portant and along with that a great deal of care and craft in putting 
them together. Despite his formal textbook talk about tragedy and com¬ 
edy (the genres a young aspirant would be expected to try his hand at), 
Horace himself was a conversational, satiric, and epistolary poet-—and 
through this focus on poetry as a kind of skilled and gentlemanly ex- 
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ercise in talking he makes his shrewdest observations. But then at Rome 
less than a century later, we have, in the all but anonymous Greek man 
of letters who wrote the Peri Hupsous, almost the direct opposite of 
Horace. The Peri Hupsous is a celebration of ecstasy and inspiration; 
it now asserts in full earnestness and enthusiasm the view that was 
framed half playfully in Plato’s Ion . The educational prestige of decla¬ 
mation and rhetoric was such in first-century Rome that the treatise of 
Longinus could not but be much preoccupied with certain technical 
entanglements, figures and kinds of diction and formulas for amplifica¬ 
tion. But the special and pulsing accent of Longinus is on the great and 
impassioned soul of the poet, his flashes and spurts of inspiration, the 
careless and plunging grandeur of his utterance, the bigness of the ob¬ 
jects which inspire him, and the corresponding transport of his audience. 

And that accent was something far from alien to the full Roman 
neo-Platonism which appears two centuries later with the metaphysician 
and visionary Plotinus. The difference is that whereas Longinus rests his 
case on the flash of inspiration, the quasi-divine illumination, Plotinus, 
systematic, meditative, profoundly metaphysical and brooding, would 
integrate the flash into a comprehensive philosophy of divine intelligence 
and life radiant through and immanent in all the universe and all human 
souls and minds. A special instance of that intelligence is the artist, who 
by some superior access to divinity gives us the better and brighter 
image of Zeus. The ambitious synthetic reasoning of Plotinus produces 
some interesting emphases, such as those on the beauty and simplicity 
of light, on the superiority of the ocular sense which meets and ap¬ 
preciates light, and on the likeness and union of knowing organ and 
subject with object. The same reasoning produces two such difficult 
problems as that" of the double form (form upon form) in the carved 
stone, and the conflict between the divine principle of unity and the 
Stoic principle of beauty in the complexity implied by “symmetry.” 
St. Augustine with a geometric and numerical emphasis on unity and 
harmony, and Aquinas (despite a nearly Platonic assignment of poetry 
to the area of sophistry) continue the Plotinian accent on order and 
radiance and on “connaturality” of subject and object. 

The long course of the Christian Middle Ages acknowledges and 
develops without deviation the philosophy of intelligible unity, being, 
and beauty, with an accent now on numerical harmony, astronomy and 
music, now on a cosmological principle of visible radiance, and always 
on the vast and minutely detailed symbolism of God’s illuminated 
book, the universe. Thus one kind of Platonic strain joins with and, 
from Patristic times on, helps to develop the ancient allegorical reading 
of poetry, which is freshly and with unprecedented vigor applied to 
the exegesis of the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures. The Middle Ages 
and later the Renaissance make a long period of all-out symbolic read- 
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,ing—though scarcely in the more fluid and “creative” sense in which 
“symbolism” has been understood in times closer to our own. Finally, 
the Middle Ages is a period of a certain kind of rhetorical poetics— 
Poetria Nova in the 13th century—which means Hellenistic prescrip¬ 
tions for how to use all the figures, and on what occasions. 


II 

During all that period Aristotle was not known as a literary authority, 
and there was no other authority. But with the 16th century in Italy 
Aristotle’s Poetics had to be dealt with (perhaps for the first time di¬ 
rectly as a dead system of partly cryptic notes), and Horace too, who 
became “fused” with Aristotle in a newly completed code. But mean¬ 
while there was the luxuriance of vernacular literature from Dante to 
Ariosto to be coped with by the theoretical arbiters, vernacular prob¬ 
lems of diction and of metrics, and of burlesque and “errant” romance 
forms of epic. There was the heroic love theme of Tasso, the pastoral 
mixture innovated by Guarini. Hence a scries of denunciations and spir¬ 
ited defences. Romantic freedoms were won, but the classic professors 
were stout champions too—and from Scaliger and Castelvetro, though 
for different reasons, emerged the hyper-Aristotelian dramatic unities 
of action, time and place, destined to become for French dramatists 
of the next century and for Dryden a theoretical precedent and chal¬ 
lenge of great meaning. During the later 16th century in Italy the ques¬ 
tion about levels of symbolism appears in somewhat simpler forms than 
in the Middle Ages, and there appears too the grand question, implied 
in the whole classical debate from Plato and Aristotle on, as to whether 
poetry is an “icastic” (or literal, or realistic) image, or whether it has 
some kind of warrant to be imaginative or “fantastic.” Aut prodesse aut 
delectare too is much debated—and all possible combinations of the 
aims of pleasing and teaching are contrived, including in the French 
mid-iyth century at least as early as the Abbe D’Aubignac’s Pratique 
du Theatre , 1657, th® notion that poetry is to please through instructing 
—a notable, if somewhat cramped, anticipation of the later famous idea 
that aesthetic values are one kind of end in themselves. Sir Philip Sidney 
is the Elizabethan English man of letters who gives us the best epitome 
of all these continental themes, especially the didactic and moral. His 
phrase about the poet “ranging within the zodiac of his own wit” and 
his dictum that the poet “nothing affirmeth and therefore never lieth” 
are brilliant, if perhaps only incidental, announcements of poetic free¬ 
dom and might. And beside these may be set Bacon’s passage about 
science buckling and bowing the mind to reality, poetry “submitting 
the shews of things to the desires of the mind.” 


j2j Epilogue 

In the generation of the Jacobeans, Ben Jonson’s more ruggedly 
assertive didactic and satiric classicism includes a surprisingly severe, 
almost agelastic, version of Aristotle’s meager dictum that the comic is 
a form of the ugly. Jonson furnishes also a lively demonstration, through 
free and virile Englishing, how little the classic mind thought that 
previous realization of an idea could tarnish it. 

The most long-lived, productive and important English critic of 
the 17th century is Dryden, who in his several phases—as the new 
English dramatic theorist against the French norms, as heroic dramatist, 
court wit and conversationalist, as Shakespearian critic, as satirist or 
refined executioner of dullness, as translator of the classics, as translator 
and appreciator of Chaucer—shows us the meaning of such gradually 
shifting neo-classic debates as those concerning the stage unities and 
rhyme in drama (matters of intensity and realization disguised as mat¬ 
ters of verisimilitude), those concerning verbal decorum, the real, the 
marvelous and the heroic, and those concerning su£h various topics as 
“poetic justice,” the serious aims of laughter, the rivalry between an¬ 
cients and modems, the possibility and the meaning of translation and 
imitation. The “heroic” focus (so far as it really was a theoretical focus) 
was a momentary juncture of Aristotelian ideas about the hero with 
inflational notions of grandeur and inspiration. Concurrently (in a con¬ 
fused alliance with the heroic) came the quieter and tougher revival of 
Horatian courtly urbanity—the kind of wit that was destined to succeed 
“metaphysical” wit (a thing uncelebrated in contemporary theory), the 
kind of poetry that would persist longest into the severe era of reason 
that was being ushered in. 

The 17 th century saw the end of Ciceronian and medieval and 
early Renaissance rhetorical culture; it was a century of decline in the 
prestige of words and the mysteries of auditory doctrine, of a soaring 
new prestige for seeing and diagramming, for the simplifying and classi- 
fying spirit of science. We have observed the variations in meaning of 
the index word “wit”—the gradual discountenancing of the metaphysi¬ 
cal and imaginative meaning (one which might be used to describe the 
poetry of Donne, Herbert, Milton, or Shakespeare) and the evolution 
of the new concept of “true” wit as only judgment after all, propriety 
of thought and speech, “nature to advantage dressed”—until literary 
criticism centered in a highly ambiguous new key term. The term “wit” 
might now be either viewed suspiciously in its older poetic meaning, 
as by Locke or Addison, or applied in its safer new meaning (by reason 
of an ingeniously evasive submission to good sense on the part of the 
best English poets) in a deceptive way to current poetry. 

In that crisis of the accomplished dissociation of sensibility, with 
Cartesian and Newtonian rationality running ahead to apparently limit¬ 
less conquests of clarity, and with the verbal arts lavishing themselves 
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on patterns of oratorical trim, on repeated metaphorical recommenda¬ 
tions of a lost sense—was heard the new accent on ocular and auditory 
pleasure (“pleasures of the imagination”), on sensation, on the aesthetic, 
on landscape, on supposed weddings of the arts in forms like oratorio, 
song, and opera. And there was heard also, more and more plainly, the 
new accent on feeling, on tender and sympathetic feeling, on the pleas¬ 
ures of painful feeling. The Platonic universal of Samuel Johnson and 
Sir Joshua Reynolds was merged in the neo-Longinian sublime. Despite 
much stalwart talk about norms and species, Johnson’s classic garment 
flies in tatters in the strong affective breezes. Yet classical precedents 
were always invoked: for the sensational, the Horatian ut picture poesis; 
for the emotive, both Longinian ecstasy and sentimentalized versions of 
Aristotelian catharsis. In the sublimity of awful and threatening natural 
phenomena, in the physiognomy of emotive expressions, the aesthetic 
of sensation and the aesthetic of emotion conclusively joined. The new 
movement, for all its sources in antiquity, was headlong toward the 
future and would be “modern” for at least two centuries to come. Add 
the subtly pervasive principle of “association.” This was first only a way 
of breaking up traditional patterns of expectancy and of value. But in 
a second phase (in conjunction with a new fondness for particularity 
and especially for picturesque details of nature) it became a principle 
of positive, creative, emotionally warm and plastic power—a principle 
of imaginative “coalescence.” 


Ill 

A certain kind of classicism persisted long in England under the name 
and in the actuality of “poetic diction”—that curious species of glossy 
ornament which was demolished by Wordsworth in the first phases of 
his primitivism and simplism. After that the scene was clear for both 
Wordsworth and Coleridge to proceed from “association” in its simpler 
Hartleyan and mechanical phase to the more emotive and plastic notion 
which, by pushing ahead only a slight distance and by showing in their 
mature poems what the fullness of the doctrine could mean, they 
established in the glorious (though momentary) status of “imagina¬ 
tion.” Coleridge added the deepening and fortification of German meta¬ 
physics—the epistemology of “object” and “subject,” or the imaginative 
reconciliation of these two opposites and along with, them of art and 
nature, emotion and thought, the universal and the particular, and other 
satellites. Coleridge and Wordsworth show in a manageable landscape 
vignette what the larger and more varied movement of German ro¬ 
manticism, the poetry and theory of Goethe and Schiller and Novalis, 
the lectures of the Schlcgcls, the philosophy of Kant, Schelling and 
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Fichte, was in process of doing for the whole history of modem poetry 
and aesthetics in the West. 

The romantic theory was in effect a highly ambiguous and double 
claim—a claim both for poetic freedom and for poetic responsibility. It 
was thus the cloud-capped starting point for certain quite opposite lines of 
poetic theory that came down through the 19th century toward our 
own day. One of these, moving from Kantian disinterest, formality and 
beauty, through French academic aesthetics and then early symbolist 
and Parnassian poetics, resulted in what we look back on as Art for 
Art’s Sake—the end-of-the-century gilded celebration of autonomous 
poetic power. At the level of general aesthetics and linguistic, the phi¬ 
losophy of Benedetto Croce is the voraciously systematic expression of 
this view. Not so far removed from art-for-art’s sake as w T e might wish 
to think, and in some phases part of it, was the thing, technically so 
much more subtle and more interesting to us, which came out of ro¬ 
mantic “imagination” and “symbol” and became “symbolism.” This seems 
to have come not so much directly from the German philosophers as 
through Coleridge and Poe, and Heine and Baudelaire, to the era of 
Mallarmc and the Wagnerians. Here was a more subtle “music” of “ideas” 
than the neo-classic theory of painting the passions had conceived—and 
a new quasi-spiritual reaction against the philosophy of science. 

But those kinds of theory, both pure art and symbolism, were di¬ 
rectly at odds with three other main kinds which developed the op¬ 
posite accent of the romantic heritage—not that on autonomous privilege 
but that on moral and social power and evolutionary responsibility. Here 
were three versions of didacticism: one, the earliest and most fully ro¬ 
mantic—what we may call the rhapsodic, the bardic, the prophetic, as 
it is brandished for instance in the Defense of Poetry by Shelley or the 
Heroes and Hero Worship of Carlyle; a second, the most nearly allied 
to a proper literary interest, the classical humanism, severity, and lofti¬ 
ness, both German and French in origin, which is fully expressed in 
English by Matthew Arnold; a third, owing much to Hegelian dialectic, 
getting under way more slowly, but more modem and more resolute, 
the Franco-Russian complex of ideas under the heads of the real, the 
natural, the social or sociological. This last was the most urgently 
didactic and the most confidently evolutionary of all. Tolstoy is the 
greatest literary artist who gave himself to this kind of theory. Tolstoy 
on what is true and telling in literature, on what is effete, jaded, hedo¬ 
nistic, and merely aristocratic, hits hard, and we may have to take him 
into account in a way that we do not have to take into account Zola 
on the novel as an experiment in a social science laboratory. 

If we look around the critical scene and especially the American 
critical scene during the first decades of our own century, we see distinct 
aftermaths of all the 19th-century events which we have just been 
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tracing: For one thing the exotic and flashy tail-ends of the art-for-art’s 
sake tradition, the cosmopolitanism of the Smart Set and Mercury writers. 
For another, the continuation of Arnoldian humanism in the long in¬ 
fluence of P. E. More and Irving Babbitt and the approximate end of 
that humanism in the twin detonations of the anthologies for and against 
it in 1930. There was also a strong socio-real tradition, under the names 
of naturalism, Responsibilities of the Novelist, and the uglier name of 
Muck-Raking, and also the coming of age of honest America, a matter 
of smoke and steel, the Prairie Schooner, and slabs of the sunburnt west. 
And then the most acutely didactic accent of all, in the Marxist criticism 
of the 1930’s—rampaging until it becomes obvious to the literary in¬ 
telligences connected with it that this kind of thing will never do. 

One of the most novel strains of literary criticism produced by 
the 20th century has been that which we may roughly sum up under 
the name of psychologism. On the one hand, and perhaps most con¬ 
spicuously: the Freudian kind, in the shape of new motivations drawn 
out of the unconscious for novels and poems, and literary biographies 
rewritten into case histories and ordeals. (Groping for tragic and comic 
motives in depth psychology and anthropology goes back through Freud 
to Nietzschean rhapsody and repose and Hegelian conflict of ethical 
substance.) And on the other hand: the quieter kind of affectivism, 
the equipoise, the beautiful harmony of impulses, promoted by Richards 
and his colleagues in the ’twenties. And this slips back through the ex¬ 
quisitely refined hedonism of Santayana to the affectivism connected 
with utilitarian ethics during the 19th century. J. S. Mill's two essays 
on poetry show how this 18th-century heritage could get into criticism. 
Mill echoes the way it had already done so in Wordsworth and Coleridge. 

But by and large the literary discussion of the 19th century, unlike 
that of the 18th, had not been notable for any systematic affectivism. 
And when this romantic and aesthetic plea reappeared with Richards 
in the 1920’s, it had so much to say about mere incipience of impulses 
and their equipoise that it was a new witness for something like a classi¬ 
cal disinterest or detachment. With its up-to-date paraphernalia of verbal 
analysis, Ricardian aesthetic was readily available, or at least convertible, 
for purposes of cognitive literary discussion. 

Richards connected readily enough with the “neo-classicism” which 
was represented in the same era by the conspicuous figures of Pound and 
Eliot. Twentieth-century “neo-classicism” derived attitudes from the 
intuitionist but classical philosopher T. E. Hulme, from the precise 
grammatical statements of Gourmont, and from the whole tide of the 
French symbolist and musically ironic poetics. (With Pound there was 
too the thing called “imagism,” and at least a flourish of something sup¬ 
posed or pretended to be due to the fact of Chinese ideographic writing. 
But that can hardly be important.) Impersonality, craftsmanship, objec- 
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tivity, hardness and clarity of a kind, a union of emotion with verbal 
object, a norm of inclusiveness and reconciliation and hence a close inter¬ 
dependence of drama, irony, ambiguity, and metaphor, or the near 
equivalence of these four—such ideas made up the neo-classic system as 
it worked its way into practical criticism about 1935 or 1940. And, 
however far short the system fell of being able to convince old-line 
historians or to demonstrate beyond appeal or cavil that this or that poem 
meant this much or that much or was excellent or not, the arrival of this 
kind of criticism did mean a new technical and objective interest in 
poetry. 


IV 

The past fifteen years on the critical front have seen several new, or 
newish, large claims making headway. Let us move somewhat more 
slowly now for a few pages and let us restate and bring together certain 
themes which have appeared more or less separately in earlier chapters 
(21, 24, 31). The most academic of the new claims, the most profes¬ 
sional, the most scholarly, is that relatively new kind of graduate school 
study that seeks to substitute for the poem, not the author, as in former 
more romantic phases of historicism, but precisely and deliberately the 
audience for which the author may in any sense be proved to have 
written the poem. If we look back to the mid-18th century and the 
first clear start of the modern historical method in such documents as 
Thomas Warton’s Observations on the Faerie Queene , Bishop Hurd’s 
Letters on Chivalry and Romance , or even Samuel Johnson’s Preface to 
Shakespeare , we note that their sympathy for the Gothic or the Eliza¬ 
bethan hesitates somewhat between a plea for tolerance of antique 
authors, despite the barbarous ages in which they wrote, and a plea for 
appreciation of the inspirational opportunities afforded by those very 
ages. But the decisive concept for the time was personal “genius.” That 
is, criticism was on the side of Shakespeare in spite of his handicaps. 
In the 19th century, there were nationalism, folklorism, and cultural de¬ 
terminism, the race, milieu, and moment of Taine’s History. But literary 
studies still tended to marshal such interests rather squarely behind the 
author. That is, they were important because they showed the mind of 
the author, what made him write the way he did. Sainte-Beuve’s pro¬ 
fession of intense interest in the author’s boyhood, his brothers and 
sisters, his parents and his grandparents, is an extreme yet typical in¬ 
stance of such Shandean depth in criticism. Despite the somewhat con¬ 
trary cultural massiveness of Courthope’s History of English Poetry , 
it is mainly right to say that English and American literary research 
(following good coptinental models) continued until fairly recent years 
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to be a pursuit of the author, his whole history, both internal and ex¬ 
ternal, and his habitat. It requires perhaps only a tilt of the mirror to 
turn the habitat into the author’s audience. And the audience had of 
course all along received attention. It was clearly one name for the 
socio-real focus. But to shift the accent of value in academic research 
(the accent on both the value of poetry itself and the value of research 
into poetic history) was yet another step, and it has been a fairly recent 
one. Until recently it was the normal aim of academic research to be 
able to announce: “And thus we prove what the author was trying to 
say,” “thus we prove his learning and accuracy,” “thus we prove his 
sincerity,” or “thus we prove his deep feeling.” But the new mode, 
one which is more comprehensive and difficult, and has yet advanced 
so little as to have perhaps a large and dangerous future, seems to enter¬ 
tain the aim of announcing: “And thus we prove that the author’s poem 
was addressed to the audience of his day, or to the real audience, or 
to the audience that mattered.” “Thus he knew what he was doing, and 
thus he was a good author.” More and more articles in journals and 
books from university presses nowadays have titles referring to Shake¬ 
speare's Audience , to The Social Mode of Restoration Comedy , to Para¬ 
dise Lost and the Seventeenth Century Reader , to Box , Pit , and Gallery , 
The Theatrical Public in the Time of Garrick , to the rise of a reading 
public, to the number of Victorian persons who bought Macaulay’si 
History of England or Tennyson’s Maud . 

It is not difficult to suggest sympathies between the new kind of 
historicism turned toward the audience and a second recent critical trend, 
the bad conscience which has been developing in some critics with regard 
to nice verbal analysis. This is being expressed not only in direct misgiv¬ 
ings about analysis, or pleas for a more “open” contextual reading, but 
also partly in the form of proclamations about the need for doing justice 
to the overall structures of stories and dramas, their motives, plots, ac¬ 
tions, tragic rhythms, their deeper, wider, and more bulky symbolism, 
their bigger meaning—in short, all that part and aspect of them which 
may be supposed to be too massive and too important to be penetrated by 
the technique known as verbal criticism. This kind of conscience had a 
summary and rather impressive exposition about 100 years ago in Mat¬ 
thew Arnold’s Preface to his Poems of 1853, where he repented of 
the inaction, or the suicidally limited action, of his Empedocles , appealed 
to the great serious action of the Greek tragedies, and thought that 
Shakespeare enjoyed such rhetorical virtuosity that he had been a bad 
influence on romantic poets, notably on Keats. (Keats, like a modern critic 
summoned before the bar in Chicago, was too much interested in words 
and images.) Arnold was giving Germanic and post-romantic moral res¬ 
onance to an older classical plea—heard, for instance, in Rymcr, with 
echoes by Dry den, and in Gildon—that Shakespeare was defective and 
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not to be imitated in the fundamental matter of plot, and that a critic 
ought indeed to concern himself with the plot, with the whole poem, the 
grand design, and not be a “criticaster” of words, a “piece-broker.” It was 
a theme heard in the classically severe Lessing too, whose ideas on drama 
were parallel to his Lockean and Cartesian notion that the colors of paint¬ 
ing were unreal and hence inferior to the reality of sculptural mass and 
shape. The ideas of Arnold were part of his ambitious humanistic and 
moralistic program for literature. That, as we have been saying, was one 
branch of post-romantic didacticism. Later on there was a new criticism 
concerning prose fiction, not the criticism of Zola, but that of Flaubert, 
James and Ford, and this was not so far from the spirit of symbolist po¬ 
etics. It does not appear that Henry James was much afraid of being 
caught in the mesh of words or of piddling away his effort on the texture 
or surface of things. If a woman put her hand on a table and looked at 
him in a certain way, that was for James, or for one of his characters, an 
event. And the event interlocked with every other event in the world. 
(The artist tried to conjure or pretend some kind of circle around it.) It 
is not in these great theorists of prose fiction that we find the scruple 
against dallying with the details of the medium. 

But we do find it again more recently, and not only in the fortifica¬ 
tions of a certain kind of academic nco-Aristotelianism but in more mo¬ 
mentous campaigns under the standard of myth and the ritual origins. 
Here metaphor is action, and big action. For the first time since Dryden 
and Le Bossu the literary gist is supposed to be big enough and solid 
enough so that you would think it could be rendered essentially from one 
language to another. The rhythm of the tragic idea—the going out in 
quest, the confrontation and passion, the discovery or education—is the 
big thing. We have observed that the book which gives this theory the 
most persuasive articulation is Francis Fergusson’s Idea of a Theatre. Here 
we have the most imposing of the several recent critical trends. Surely 
the hugest cloudy symbol, the most threatening, of our last ten or fifteen 
years in criticism is the principle of criticism by myth and ritual origins. 

It is true that this new mythologism is not always associated with any 
strong mistrust of rhetorical inspection. Expression and symbolism can 
make a ready enough alliance with myth and ritual. For all four arc 
theories of the creative imagination, the fiat of the human spirit as deity 
or as participating in deity. Herder and Schelling and Cassirer join 
Lcvy-Bruhl and Frazer and the Cambridge classical anthropologists in the 
secularization of the spirit according to the philosophy of symbolic form. 
Philip Wheelwright’s Burning Fountain , the most recent important book 
in the mythic mode, is a magnificent synopsis of relations between a spe¬ 
cial semantics on the one hand and on the other ritual anthropology in¬ 
terpreted by the darkness visible of depth psychology. The semantics 
states the difference between a scientifically bare “steno-language” and 
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the “plurisignations,” the trans-logical “depth-language” common to po¬ 
etry, myth, religion, and metaphysics. The anthropology dwells on he¬ 
reditary and “preconsciously rooted” symbols, symbols of the “threshold,” 
the world view of primitive man, the death and rebirth of the vegetation 
god. (The Fire Sermon of Buddha, the Oresteia of Aeschylus, the Four 
Quartets of Eliot may be cited to define the infra-red range of illustra¬ 
tion.) To a writer who participated strongly in the new yearning for a 
gross structural poetics Wheelwright’s book might well look like a de¬ 
plorable re-celebration of imagery and thematic “paraplots.” 

But myth and ritual are, as we have already said, patterns of action 
and of large action. In that way they can have their easy enough connec¬ 
tion with an anti-verbal poetics. And both these interests involve a stress 
on what is important about poetry in a large and public way, what can 
give it religious and social dignity and didactic claims. The validation for 
the new myth philosophy is thought to lie in the primitive racial uncon¬ 
sciousness. Thus it eschews the risky appeal to objectivity, but plunges in 
the vast reservoir of racial and prelogical unconsciousness for an intersub- 
jective base of universality. It arrives at the phase of apocalyptic and pro¬ 
phetic Vision. Along with the Greeks and the Hindus (from whom Fried¬ 
rich Schlegel also once drew inspiration), there is Milton, there is Blake, 
there is Melville, there is Yeats, there is Eliot, there is Joyce, and maybe 
there is Faulkner. The three main trends of recent criticism which we 
have just sketched—that toward the audience, that toward gross struc¬ 
ture, and that toward myth—have in common a horizontal or folkways 
alignment (in contrast, for instance, to the vertical and aristocratic align¬ 
ment of the neoclassic formalism). All three show to some degree the 
didactic and evangelizing interest which was prepared in the 19th-century 
socio-real tradition. Despite the fact that sociology does come out of the 
19th century, the humanism and literary theory in English and French 
during that century were mainly inspirational, individualistic, and heroic. 
It is the present century, as we all know, which is the century of the com¬ 
mon man. The literary trends we have named conceive man, whether 
common or elite, in large multiples, thinking and responding in classes. 
Plato’s rhapsode makes a strong bid for the recovery of his weeping 
thousands. 


V 

What is the real status, the correct status, of Plato’s rhapsode and of the 
poet whose inspired representative the rhapsode is? After Aristotle and 
throughout antiquity—in the Peripatetic and Horatian tradition, in the 
Isocratean and Ciceronian tradition of wisdom in oratorical eloquence, in 
the emotive and mysterious phases of neo-Platonism, the poetic power 
enjoyed a certain fairly high prestige, perhaps we may say an approxi- 
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mately sufficient degree and kind of prestige. During the Middle Ages 
both for theological reasons and because of the growing, strongly implicit 
scientific aims of the whole scholastic effort, poetry went through an era 
of theoretically low esteem. The Renaissance was a rebirth exactly of the 
humanistic classical literary claim, though this was vastly complicated 
now by codifications drawn out of the authority” of the ancient writings 
and by the dialectic engendered from literary practice in the emergent 
spirit of “romance.” The waning of the Renaissance into the era of literary 
neo-classicism and the first centuries of modern science brought a decline 
in the prestige of verbal power comparable to what Plato, at least in mo¬ 
ments of the Republic and in the Ion, would seem to have thought de¬ 
sirable. The reawakening or German romantic renascence of poetic power 
drew plentifully enough on the classical heritage, but was also in a new 
way emotive, subjective, associational, “imaginative,” creative, the claim¬ 
ant of a markedly new kind oLauthority. Since the day of the high 
romanticizing, literary theory has included perhaps the whole range of 
possible claims for poetry: the autonomy of various expressionisms, and 
of art for art’s sake, the biographical and environmental substitutions 
made possible by improved historical methodology, the deterministic and 
evolutionary aspects of sociological theory, and the varied didacticisms of 
the 19th century, reappearing in the claims of the 20th-century arche¬ 
typal myth. 

We can study the history of changes in opinion, writes T. S. Eliot in 
his short history of English criticism, “without coming to the stultifying 
conclusion that there is nothing to be said but that opinion changes.” The 
present writers have not written this short history of literary opinion 
without seeing in it a pattern of effort pointed toward at least a certain 
kind of goal. 

The most difficult moment, the most insistently recurring moment 
under the most varying forms, in the history and dialectic of literary 
theory is that which touches values and emotions—or what human beings 
like and dislike and the experience of their liking and disliking. And one 
of the most sustained trends of modern critical history—paralleling and 
shadowing the course of modem metaphysics and psychology—has been 
toward the reduction of values to subjectivity, that is, toward the doctrine 
that what human beings like and dislike is a question that refers precisely 
and only to the experience itself of their liking and disliking. It would 
be difficult, perhaps impossible, for a literary critic or a historian of liter¬ 
ary criticism to contrive within the limit of his own idiom and decorum a 
sufficient account of the difficult metaphysics that make the problem of 
value. Yet a literary theorist ought to be at least moderately aware of the 
relation his thoughts may show to that problem. 

The great variety of human tastes for pleasure and of emotive re¬ 
sponses to experience, the variety even for a single person from moment 
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to moment and under this or that condition, may at times cast a chilly 
light over our speculations about value. These facts arc scarcely matters 
which the theorist of poetry can dispute as facts. He can scarcely re¬ 
verify or re-count them, or balance or redress them by fresh statistics. 
He may, however, have a deeper or a shallower perspective in the under¬ 
standing of such facts. A sense of order, of hierarchy, of unit)’ in the uni¬ 
verse of our experience—a sense of purpose, if one may whisper the word 
—can do something to dispel the cold illusion of the neutral substrate, the 
opaque ground below good and evil. 

Let us say first that the situation of the person confronting his world 
of values is a vastly complicated one. He confronts not any single type 
and grade of thing constituting an objectively insulated and external 
“value,” but various objects in various kinds of relations to himself. In 
each value situation there is both an objective and a subjective aspect— 
but the accent falls now upon one and now upon the other of these, and 
with various degrees of weight. A man is hurt by a knife or a club, and 
he feels the hurt and the damage as something that happens to a part of 
himself—not as a quality of the knife or club, the inflicting external 
entity. He tastes salt or sugar, and the taste with the liking or disliking 
of it is a subtle union of that specific new entity from outside both with 
his own mouth and with whatever may just previously have been tasted. 
And then, at a third level, he views red or blue, and whatever any theory 
may tell him about the relation of light to his eye (whatever sophistica¬ 
tion in theory of vision he is equal to) he experiences the pleasant or un¬ 
pleasant quality as a quality outside himself. (Such at least is the “phe¬ 
nomenology” of the event.) He looks at a landscape, and the complexity 
of the visual pattern and of the meanings inevitably attached to it place 
the locus of value even more emphatically—and stereoptically—outside. 
(To tickle one’s foot, to “tickle” one’s palate, to “tickle” one’s fancy— 
these three grades in the semantics of the word “tickle” will summarize 
the series of values which we have just sketched.) Finally, suppose that 
a given man sees or hears of a murder (a knife stuck in another man); here 
the value implicated exhibits a very distinct and superior kind of external 
firmness and objectivity—that of the ethical realm. And yet this value is 
rooted in the pain and destruction inflicted upon a certain subject. To say 
that a value is relative to a subject is not to say that the value is relative in 
the sense that anybody’s opinion about it may be as correct as anybody 
else’s. Or, to say that a value is not objective, or not purely and simply 
objective, is not to say that it is not universal , or valid in relation to all 
subjects. Some such term as inter-subjective may perhaps be invoked to 
describe the accent that falls on some universal. It is surely true, for in¬ 
stance, that any human subject whatever will suffer pain and damage 
from knife wounds—even though this truth is not sufficient to establish 
a property of evil intrinsic to the knife itself. 
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But here let us revert, with some insistence, to the fact that the pres¬ 
ent discussion is concerned not directly with knives and persons, with 
sensory pleasures or moral values, but with poetry and hence with words. 
The problem of value which we are sketching is made even more compli¬ 
cated for the poetic theorist—and perhaps a certain distance from the 
basic value problem is created for him—by the fact that poetry is com¬ 
posed of words. For words introduce a special kind of valuing “subject,” 
the subject who not only responds to values with emotions or feelings 
but formulates and utters (if only to himself) his awareness of both value 
and response. Not that such persons are unusual, but by the very fact of 
utterance a person values in a special way. 

And most likely he values in a very subtly mingled way:—by excla¬ 
mations and by the rhythmic aspects of utterance achieving something 
like a direct expression at least of vaguer feeling; by the names of pleas¬ 
ures and pains and of emotions and of their correlative values (hate, anger, 
love, and joy, the good and the bad, the beautiful and the ugly) achieving 
a firmer if more abstract delineation; by the neutral-sounding names of 
all sorts of objects, qualities, actions, and relations (of man, animal, and 
stone, of color, shape, and movement) achieving a deeper substantiation. 
The words of the last category do not name either responses or values 
directly, yet in real contexts they may have intense emotive import. For 
the purpose of poetic criticism it would appear to be significant to divide 
this large group into two great parts: the names of objects and actions 
which are causes, or motives, of an emotive response (the characters and 
the plot of the poem), and the names of the large world of symbols and 
associations which, though not direct objects of emotion, often fortify 
emotive interpretation (the black, the white, the crow, and the dove). 
No one of these classes of words carries very far in creating the expres¬ 
sion (or in promoting the contagion) of emotive experience. They oper¬ 
ate always by a complex meshing and nowhere more than in the verbal 
constructions which are poems. The complexity of their operation forbids 
all the more extreme simplifications of poetic theory—both the simply 
mimetic (theories of either real or metaphysically ideal imitation of the 
objective world) and the simply emotive or sentimental (pure theories of 
emotive expression or pure theories of emotive result). 

One of the main lessons of critical history would seem, indeed, to be 
that the stress of literary theory must fall on the experience (subjective 
and emotive) rather than on the what, the object of value so far as that 
is outside any experiencing subject. Yet, for reasons which we have been 
sketching, this lesson need not be interpreted as relegating the values of 
poetry to the realm of the whimsical and undebatable. A refraction of 
light through a crystal tells something about the light, something about 
the crystal; the refraction itself is a kind of reality, interesting to observe. 
Let us say that poetry is a kind of reality refracted through subjective 
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responses. This refraction itself is an area of reality. Does the refraction 
tell us something unique and profound about the reality beyond itself? 
We need not actually say much about this for the purposes of a workable 
poetics. (Much will depend on what we conceive the ultimate character 
of that reality to be.) 

The norm of wit and cunning word-play entertained by Horace and 
centuries later, with a stress on the imitation of gentlemanly polite con¬ 
versation, by Boileau, Dryden, and Pope, was one version of this impor¬ 
tant truth:—that if poetry is to “imitate,” it will imitate what is alive with 
the human spirit. And no less relevant to the same truth was the fully 
self-conscious, creative and expressionist romantic theory. The following 
resonant statement by Shelley has been partly quoted in an earlier chap¬ 
ter: 

... as the lyre trembles and sounds after the wind has died 
N away, so the child seeks, by prolonging in its voice and motions 
the duration of the effect, to prolong also a consciousness of the 
cause. In relation to the objects which delight a child, these ex¬ 
pressions are, what poetry is to higher objects. The savage . . . 
expresses the emotions produced in him by surrounding objects 
in a similar manner; and language and gesture, together with 
plastic or pictorial imitation, become the image of the combined 
effect of those objects, and of his apprehension of them. Man in 
society, with all his passions and his pleasures, next becomes the 
object of the passions and pleasures of man; an additional class 
of emotions produces an augmented treasure of expressions; and 
language, gesture, and the imitative arts, become at once the rep¬ 
resentation and the medium, the pencil and the picture, the chisel 
and the statue, the chord and the harmony. 

In a more soberly grammatical passage of the Biographia (Chapter XXII) 
Coleridge wrote: 

Be it observed . . , that I include in the ?neamng of a word not 
only its correspondent object, but likewise all the associations 
which it recalls. For language is framed to convey not the object 
alone, but likewise the character, mood and intentions of the 
person who is representing it. 

A capsule symbol of the situation for the theorist might be made out of 
the Poetics of Aristotle, which talks about mimesis or the imitation 
(through words and music and scenes and an outward story) of certain 
objects, but the objects are characters, passions, and praxeis , that is, ac¬ 
tions or farings, adventures, experience—objects of the inner realm of 
spirit. 

Yet we have been implying, and let us now say more plainly, that 
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to entertain such a theory of poetic value is not to deny the reality and 
the value of the outer realm, the vcbat which is at various levels external 
to each valuing subject. The theory cannot make such a denial, even at 
what may appear the most superficial levels, without dissolving the 
grounds on which it hopes to talk about poetic experience. As we move 
into the inner moral and spiritual experience of man in search of our most 
clearly absolute, our most securely universal, concepts of value, it may 
seem that we leave behind, abandon to an uncertain and merely academic 
fate, the values, pleasant or unpleasant, which in a more superficial scheme 
we might assign to such external phenomena as the colors red and blue. 
Neither the poet nor the theorist, however, is in a good position to leave 
these behind. If there were nobody else at all—no metaphysician, moral¬ 
ist, or theologian—who cared to speak in defence of sensory values—yet 
the poet, in his indirect and obscure way, would have to go on con¬ 
fessing them, and his theorist would have to think about them. For they 
contribute the symbolic, the external, the phenomenological language by 
which the poet speaks about the inner and deeper realities of value. And 
if they did not constitute at least an inter-subjectivcly universal and reli¬ 
able set of values, they could not be used as signs in the poet’s communica¬ 
tion. Most likely it is not necessary for the theorist of poetry to decide the 
nice metaphysical question as to the locus of each sensory value— in ob¬ 
ject or in subject. Perhaps the very question is illusory. But both poet and 
theorist can be sure of one minimum thing: that at least inter-subjective 
viability is required for poetic communication. It will not be enough for 
a reader to be instructed (by a theorist or by a historian) that once upon 
a time, here and there, this meant that, purple was royal, black meant 
death, Dorian was martial, Lydian erotic, flutes were sweet, thunder 
frightening. If a poem is actually experienced and valued, these things, 
no less than (and as a condition for) the deeper poetic meanings of spirit, 
must lie somehow within the range of experience. 

“We see how . . . [Schiller] plagued himself,” says Goethe, “with 
the design of perfectly separating sentimental from naive poetry. For the 
former lie could find no proper soil, and this brought him into unspeak¬ 
able perplexity. As if . . . sentimental poetry could exist at all without 
the naive ground in which, as it were, it has its root.” 1 A theorist of 
poetry may be driven to be some kind of idealist about the nature of 
poetry itself or the area of its operation. But if he remains close to the 
objects of his scrutiny—that is, to actual poems—he will be equally 
driven to remain a realist in his conception of the universe in which the 
poetic area is contained and in which poetry finds its reasons. Theories of 
sheer affectivity and subjective valuing have suffered the paradox of 
promoting not enthusiasm for value but distance, detachment, cooling, 
neutrality. The sterner metaphysical, cognitive theories, talking ahout 

1 Conversations, November 14, 1823. 
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real right and wrong, real beauty and ugliness, are the theories which 
actually sustain value and make responses to value possible. For response 
cannot feed indefinitely on itself. 2 


VI 

What is the relation of the poetic or aesthetic emotion to the emotions of 
real or ordinary life? This difficult question has been implicit in the criti¬ 
cal debate from ancient days, with the catharsis of Aristotle or the trans¬ 
port of Longinus, to the recent past, with the incipience and equipoise of 
Ricardian psychology or the Freudian varieties of worked-off inhibitions. 
If one has to make a stark choice between the simply realistic theory— 
that poetry deals with straight emotions of pity, fear, or erotic passion, 
and that is why we like it—and some theory of artistic modification— 
that poetry works some distinctive change in real-life emotions, and that 
is why we like it—one must cleat ly choose the latter. But then this al¬ 
ternative, the theory of modification, is itself perhaps susceptible of a 
puzzling refinement into alternatives. Is the emotion which is character¬ 
istic of poetry only a modification of real-life emotion (anger toned down, 
for instance, or anger caught or embodied in an expression), or is the 
modified and expressed real-life emotion the ground or object of some 
further distinct emotion, not anger at all, but precisely the aesthetic emo¬ 
tion? Something like the latter would seem to be required if we are to 
range poetry under the time-honored heading of the “beautiful”—or the 
aesthetic. The correct response to the beautiful or the aesthetic is presuma¬ 
bly not anger, even in an ameliorated form. Yet that correct response is 
something that can hardly be the proper business of the critic or theorist 
of poetry, simply because it is an ultimate emotive response to the poetic 
object and not a part of that object. This correct response will have to 
take care of itself. If it is the aim of poetry, it is an aim beyond the direct 
aim, which is to make an utterance. 

2 The situation of the poet in general is well described in the following recent 
account of symbolism. “The conscious symbolist will find himself in a curious 
position. . . . Poetic form presupposes the rational world. . . . And the more thor¬ 
oughly the symbolist conceives of language as symbol, the more likely it is that he will 
lose touch with language as sign; to the extent that he attains his aim, it would 
seem that his sense of direction must waver, since he cannot locate his work with 
reference to himself or an external world. Deliberate symbolism is hazardous in its 
quest for a pure poetry, for poetry can be pure only by virtue of the impurities it 
assimilates. In the degree that the poem shakes loose from the poet himself and 
from the world of objects, in the degree that the poetic world is free from logical 
bonds, poetry will be deprived of material; in performing its function, it will de¬ 
stroy its subject matter."—Charles Fcidclson, Jr., Symbolism ami American Literature 
(Chicago 1953), pp. 70-1. Published by The University of Chicago Press and copy- 
righted (1953) by the University of Chicago. 
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We move thus from the epistemological problem—whether the value 
expressed by poetry is something objective or something subjective—to 
a kind of ontological problem arising perhaps precisely out of the specific 
mixed or half-way epistemology of the poetic act. For if we say poetry 
is to talk of beauty and love (and yet not aim at exciting erotic emotion 
or even an emotion of Platonic esteem) and if it is to talk of anger and 
murder (and yet not aim at arousing anger and indignation)—then it may 
be that the poetic way of dealing with these emotions will not be any 
kind of intensification, compounding, or magnification, or any direct as¬ 
sault upon the affections at all. Something indirect, mixed, reconciling, 
tensional might well be the strategem, the devious technique by which a 
poet indulged in all kinds of talk about love and anger and even in some¬ 
thing like “expressions” of these emotions, without aiming at their incite¬ 
ment or even uttering anything that essentially involves their incitement. 
This problem has been touched on obliquely all through critical history 
—in all discussions of the tragic and painful and all hints about the comi¬ 
cally defective and about the tragicomic—in all theories of irony, paradox, 
and reconciled opposites. 

One part of the difficulty about the modern myth and ritual claims 
has all along been their solemnity:—the deep cathartic function and the 
vast canonical subject matters, the cycles of death and rebirth which they 
impute to or prescribe for the poetry of serious worth. These ideas may 
be called unhistorical. Like 18th-century Gothicists and Druidists, the 
myth critics want to push us back into some prelogical and hence pre¬ 
literary supposed state of very somberly serious mentality. And hence 
they are forgetting where they are in history and are overlooking at least 
two great types of lesson—the lesson of religion, especially that of the 
Hebrew and Christian religion—which is the lesson of genuine solemnity 
—and the lesson of accomplished poetry, in Homer, let us say, in Horace, 
Dante, Shakespeare, Pope—which is surely a different kind of lesson. 
Let us run the risk of seeming frivolous by saying that it is much less 
like a lesson of solemnity than a lesson of strife and fun. And to round 
out our pattern of competing principles, let us add a third modem lesson, 
that of abstract philosophy. 

The ancient division of poetry into tragic and comic, while it is a 
division, is also an inclusion, and it involves a suggestion that the tragic 
and the comic may be complementary. On the other hand, there was 
Plato, in his Republic, complaining about the promotion of strife and 
division by poetry, the feeding and watering of the passions, and in his 
P bile bus (or as the recent Cambridge version calls it, Plato 7 s Examination 
of Pleasure ) saying that both tragedy and comedy are impure pleasures 
arising from pain and certain kinds of triumph over pain (like life itself, 
which is at once tragic and comic), but that a better kind of pleasure is 
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the pure kind arising, for instance, from the knowledge of geometric 
forms. We can sec this kind of Platonism, the numerical and geometric, 
reappearing here and there down through the centuries, in Augustine and 
Boethius, for instance (where the orientation is musical), in 18th-century 
reasoners on order and harmony like Hutcheson (where the orientation 
again may be visual and geometric). During the early part of our own 
century the same thing, with frequent appeals to Plato’s Philebus , has ap¬ 
peared in the aesthetic of “significant” form. The ideas of Bell, Fry, and 
Wilenski, or of Jay Hambidge, on painting and sculpture, have a clear 
enough resemblance to art for art’s sake in the phase of Whistler and 
Wilde, and this whole school of formalism (intent on the “significance” 
of the cube, the “significance” of the cylinder, as well as on the porcelain 
nicety of certain French verse forms) has contributed a shade of meaning 
to the term “formalist” when it has been used in an unfriendly way during 
the more or less recent course of literary debate. Nevertheless, the school 
of significant form provides us with a sufficiently sharp contrast to the 
kind of “formalist” criticism which in recent years has been so much con¬ 
cerned with principles of tension, drama, metaphor, paradox, irony, and 
wit. Another early modern solution to the problem of evil in art was the 
opposite of the Platonic, and just as extreme. This was the 18th-century 
resolution by surrender to dismal or to tender feelings. The analysis of 
wit has been equally an opponent of that. Thus the authors of this history 
find little difficulty in explaining to themselves a strong sympathy for the 
contemporary neo-classic school of ironic criticism and for what it has in 
common with the theory that prevailed in the time of Coleridge and the 
Germans. 

We have observed that the reconciliation of opposites as it was medi¬ 
tated by Schclling and Coleridge had a largely metaphysical bearing. How 
to get subject and object together and yet explain their distinctness; how 
to unify inner and outer, general and particular, thought and emotion, art 
and nature, or a longer scries of almost any such opposites one might 
name—this was the speculation that preoccupied these deeply introspec¬ 
tive, transccndcntally minded men. An irony of a more darkly moral 
coloring, a sardonic self-transcendence, was known to Friedrich Schlegel 
and others. The 20th-century neo-classic irony of poetic inclusivcncss, 
looking back to conversational ironic symbolism, and finding a theo¬ 
retical hint in quotations from Coleridge by Eliot and Richards, has had a 
strongly emotive and at times moral accent. There is a direct concern 
with human affairs and human values here (human “interests”), good and 
evil, pleasure and pain, rather than with the mysteries of knowledge and 
creation, the activity of that “synthetic and magical power” the imagina¬ 
tion. And so it seems to us that the recent ironists have put a hard problem 
very compellingly. 
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Pain and destruction are the two great components of the problem. 
You can show that pleasure is only an elusive and phantasmal by-product 
of things and qualities; it cannot be pursued in itself with any success; 
and you can subsume pleasure under the head of interest, which is the 
general affective counterpart of knowledge and objects. But pain is not 
like that; it can sometimes be avoided (that is, it does not always increase 
through flight; as pleasure diminishes through pursuit); and when it can¬ 
not be avoided, we wish it could be. It is one of the most positive experi¬ 
ences we have. (Pain has the two dominant aspects of being a thing we 
don’t like and of being a kind of intensity. The artist, we may speculate, 
in achieving a certain distance from the aspect of what we don’t like is 
able to take advantage of the intensity.) On the other hand, destruction is 
clearly enough negative, the termination of experience, being, and inter¬ 
est. The question here is: Why? There is a religious answer that speaks 
of patience and atonement. This answer is not at odds with poetry, but 
neither is it available to poetry as a formal solution to the poetic problem. 

Of course the reflective and responsible theorist will say that he 
doesn’t call evil itself, or division, or conflict, desirable things. He is sure, 
however, that facing up to them, facing up to the human predicament, is 
a desirable and mature state of soul and the right model and source of a 
mature poetic art. But again, with a certain accent, that may sound some¬ 
what like telling a boy ar a baseball game that the contest is not really im¬ 
portant but only his noticing that there is a contest. 

Let us say that we recognize the fact of material concreteness in hu¬ 
man experience, and though matter itself be not evil (as in the Persian 
scheme), yet it does seem the plausible enough ground for some kind of 
dualism, division, tension, and conflict, the clash of desires, and evil and 
pain. Spirit and matter, supernatural and natural, good and evil, these tend 
to line up as parallel oppositions. Even so refined and geometric a ma¬ 
terial concept as that of symmetry has its danger for the concept of 
beauty through unity. How could symmetry be part of the definition of 
beauty? Think, says Plotinus, what that doctrine leads to. “Only a com¬ 
pound can be beautiful, never anything devoid of parts” (I, vi, i). But 
parts and composition (and decomposition) seem to be inescapable in 
the human situation, and on the modern view, art, especially verbal art, 
confronts this fact. The theorist says that art ought to have the concrete¬ 
ness which comes from recognizing reality and including it. Art ought to 
have tension, balance, w holeness. Anybody will have to admit that there 
could never be any drama or story, either comic or tragic, without ten¬ 
sion, without conflict, without evil. It may not be at first glance so 
obvious, but it is nevertheless true, that without some shade of these same 
elements there could never be any pastoral or idyllic retreat, any didactic 
or satiric warning, any lyric complaint—or, for that matter, any lyric re- 
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joicing, 3 so far are the springs of human rejoicing buried in the possibility, 
the threat, the memory of sorrow, so far is human life an experience of 
mutation, of struggle, of stasis only momentarily and dynamically at¬ 
tained. 4 The great works and the fine works of literature seem to need 
evil—just as much as the cheap ones, the adventure or detective stories. 
Evil or the tension of strife with evil is welcomed and absorbed into the 
structure of the story, the rhythm of the song. The literary spirit 
flourishes in evil and couldn’t get along without it. 

The problem can be put succinctly in the following way: Is the unity 
and order of beauty (and poetry) something that comes about in spite of 
diversity of parts or only in virtue of such diversity? The obvious facts 
in tragedy and comedy and the less obvious facts in other poetic genres 
would seem to say that the kind of unity required can come about only 
in virtue of diversity—only in virtue of a certain strife. In certain arts of 
abstract visual design and perhaps even in some kinds of music, we can 
sec the diversity necessary for the art appearing without much, or without 
any, idea of strife or painful emotion attached to it. There may well be 
certain Platonic forms of truly fine art—notably certain forms of draw¬ 
ing and carving, arts which Plato himself was apparently concerned to 

3 Yet if we could scorn 

Hate and pride and fear; 

If we were things born 
Not to shed a tear, 

I know not how thy joy we ever should come near. 

—P. B. Shelley, To a Skylark 

Shelley’s brief statement concerning pain and poetry in his Defense (ed. Cook, p. 35) 
is much to the point. The following is one of many fine glimpses in Wordsworth’s 
Prelude: 


To fear and love, 

To love as prime and chief, for there fear ends, 

Be this [imaginative wisdoml ascribed; to early intercourse, 

In presence of sublime or beautiful forms. 

With the adverse principles of pain or joy— 

Evil as one is rashly named by men 
Who know not what they speak. 

-(1850), XIV, 163 

4 Somewhat more extremely: “. . , it is not possible for imagination to acquaint 
us with any other world. . . . without the horror we should never focus the 
beauty; without death there would be no relish for life; without danger, no 
courage; without savagery, no gentleness; and without the background of our fre¬ 
quent ignominy, no human dignity and pride. (These are excellent and rather 
Hegelian commonplaces.) . . . there is provided traditionally, betwixt the residence 
of the soul in one world and its residence in another world, a Lethean bath to 
bring forgetfulness of that nature which the soul has just lived with; in order 
that it may adapt to whatever nature may be next in order” (John Crowe Ran¬ 
som,” “The Concrete Universal: Observations on the Understanding of Poetry, II,” 
The Kenyon Review , XVII, Summer, 1955* 405-6; also in Ransom’s Poems and Essays, 
New York 1955, Vintage Books, Inc.). The Nictzschean version of these common¬ 
places has been sampled ante Chapter 25, pp. 562-4* 
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purify in the geometric direction, and perhaps certain kinds of music. 
But as soon as we get into the realm of verbal art, wc see the accent of 
strife in diversity very prominent, and in the major poetic forms, either 
narrative or dramatic, that clement is unmistakable and unavoidable. 

One might look on the concept of “poetry” as a kind of central 
locus where a pull for duality and conflict coming in from the direction 
of tragedy and comedy encounters and has its own kind of conflict with 
a pull for harmony coming in from the direction of general aesthetics, 
“beauty,” and beyond that the philosophy of order, being, and the unity 
of God. “Human interest” confronts Kantian “disinterest” and Thomist 
“ipsa apprehensio.” 

Perhaps we face here some kind of problem concerning The Mar¬ 
riage of Heaven and Hell . If wc take the relatively cautious course of 
saying that in poetry there has to be an ironic balance of impulses, rather 
than clear Fourth-of-July choices and celebrations, it will sound to a 
moralist as if we entertained only wavering beliefs and purposes, no moral 
commitments. 5 And if we talk more boldly about evil being “reconciled” 
in poetry, we may sound as if we were actually propitiating evil, giving 
some dark earth spirit its rightful place in the scheme of things. We may 
look like a set of Manichacan dualists, some kind of split personalities, or 
pagans trying to stand on tiptoe. 6 

The lineaments of a response to such difficulties may be discerned in 
the well-enough-known fact that poetic art is neither the comic-strip melo¬ 
drama of good and evil as separate agents, hero and villain, nor any kind of 
philosophic melodrama, truth and falsity disguised as personages and 
fighting out their duel to one only canonical conclusion, the triumph of 
truth. For the theater of poetic conflict is human substance itself, ethical 
substance, as Hegel put it; the conflict is of man with himself or of good 
and evil in man. Even if the conflict is externally so simple as man against 
a flood or a forest fire, the poetic conflict is what happens inside the man 
fighting or the man observing the man fighting. The desire expressed by 
a few recent theorists for some kind of literary substance as opposed to 
either Platonic idea or Platonic semblance may be invoked here as a wit¬ 
ness. We have alluded in an earlier chapter to what we may call the “no- 
angelism” of Allen Tate in his volume of “Didactic and Critical Essays” 
entitled The Forlorn Demon . And thus Miss Elizabeth Sewell: 

I have repeated one essential thing about what I conceive to be 
the true life of the imagination, that in it the life of the mind de¬ 
pends for its liberation upon a kind of submission to the life of 
the body (and the human), and that the two must live together, 
according to the way of man, and not of angels or demons. 

5 Cf. ante , Chapter 29, pp. 672-4, the view of Yvor Winters. 

6 Cf. H. M. McLuhan, review of D. E. S. MaxwcU on T. S. Eliot in Renascence , 
Spring, 1955. 
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This submission is, superficially, a scandal, but, more profoundly 
viewed, it is a way of freedom. 7 

Other writers in this vein have touched more emphatically on the intimacy 
which obtains between human substance and the fact of evil both as 
suffering and as division and destruction. Thus Father William Lynch: 

True tragedy has always been a sober calculation of the relation 
of human energy to existence. Such calculating has always re¬ 
quired profound honesty and the rejecting of the cheaper forms 
of mysticism. St. Paul himself had weighed the matter well and 
found it impossible to work out the equation. And he therefore 
cried out: “Who shall deliver me from the body of this 
death?” 3 

The patristic idea of the “Fortunate. Fall,” variously expressed by Am¬ 
brose, by Augustine, by Gregory the Great, and in the liturgy (“O felix 
culpa, quae talevi ac tantwn meruit habere Redeviptorevi ”) 9 is probably 
a closer analogue to an adequate literary theory than such neo-Platonic 
ideas as Augustine entertained about the beauty of the triangle or the 
circle. The writers of the present history have not been concerned to 
implicate literary theory with any kind of religious doctrine. It appears 
to us, however, relevant, as we near our conclusion, at least to confess 
an opinion that the kind of literary theory which seems to us to emerge 
the most plausibly from the long history of the debates is far more difficult 
to orient within any of the Platonic or Gnostic ideal world views, or 
within the Manichaean full dualism and strife of principles, than precisely 
within the vision of suffering, the optimism, the mystery which are em¬ 
braced in the religious dogma of the Incarnation. 

And let us say furthermore: that if verbal art has to take up the 
mixed.business of good and evil, its most likely way of success and its 
peculiar way is a mixed way. And this means not simply a complicated 
correspondence, a method of alternation, now sad, now happy (as in some 
neo-classic theories of tragicomedy), but the oblique glance, the vertical 
unification of the metaphoric smile. To pursue the ironic and tensional 
theories in the way most likely to avoid the Manichaean heresy will re¬ 
quire a certain caution in the use of the solemn and tragic emphasis. Dark 
feelings, painful feelings, dismal feelings, even tender feelings move read¬ 
ily toward the worship of evil. And they have the further disadvantage 
that they run readily into pure feeling itself, its indulgence and the theory 
of that, as in the 18th century. There was a girl in Mrs. Thrale’s set at 

7<< Thc Death of the Imagination,” Thought, XXVIII (Autumn, 1953), 443. 
8 “Confusion in Our Theater” Thought , XXVI (Autumn, 1951), 359-<So. 

°Cf. A. O. Love joy, Essays in the History of Ideas (Baltimore, 1948), pp. 
285-94, “Milton and the Paradox of the Fortunate Fall.” 
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Strcatham who could weep so prettily that she was sometimes called upon 
for a parlor demonstration. 

It is true that pure laughter too has its limitations. It may be idiotic. 
There is a certain kind of optimistic writing that sounds like the result 
of laughing gas. But bright feelings and the smile go with metaphor and 
wit, and when playing on serious topics, wit generates a certain mimicry 
of substance which is poetry. There was another member of the 
Streatham set who in a Preface to Shakespeare noticed that “Shakespeare 
has united the powers of exciting laughter and sorrow not only in one 
mind, but in one composition.’’ By this line of suggestion and by quoting 
further authorities of this tenor we might arrive at a theory that sounded 
too much like the homely formula “Grin and bear it,” or perhaps like a 
prescription for The Most Lamentable Comedy and Most Cruel Death of 
Pyramus and Thisbe. But the theory also could be made to sound like a 
phrase in Aristotle’s Poetics —the four words anodunon kai on phthartikon 
—not painful and not destructive, a description which Aristotle meant for 
the comic object as distinguished from the hideously suffering tragic ob¬ 
ject. But the phrase, even in Aristotle’s system, can easily be lifted so as 
to operate not only at the level of poetic object but at that of poetic utter¬ 
ance, poetry itself, and then it will refer not only to comedy but to trag¬ 
edy too. 


VII 

One apparently needs to insist- nowadays that the term “irony” need not 
always be taken with a strongly emotive and moral accent. “Irony may 
be usefully taken rather as a cognitive principle which shades off through 
paradox into the general principle of metaphor and metaphoric structure 
—the tension which is always present when words are used in vitally new 
ways. The ultimate advantage of the theory of irony and metaphor is that 
it is a theory that involves both poetic content and poetic “form” and de¬ 
mands the interdependence of these two. There arc certain kinds of 
contentual meaning which can scarcely be discussed except under the 
aspect of technique, style, “form.” These meanings are pre-eminently the 
ironic-metaphoric. 

The term “form,” perhaps it will be well to assert briefly at this 
point, is one which we have been content to use throughout this history 
in a provisional but convenient Renaissance and modern manner 1 to refer 

1 Sec, for instance, Gilbert, pp. 202, 470, 49*, 500, Dante ( Letter to Can 
Grande ) and Tasso ( Discorsi)\ Gregory Smith, I, 266, William Webbe; Rene le 
Bossu, Traite du poeme epique , 1675, “Livre Second , De la matiere du poeme, 
epique”; “Livre Troisicme, De la Forme du poeme epique and ante. Chapter 22, 
p. 484, Arnold on Wordsworth; p. 488-9, Gautier on Emaux et Caanees and Wilde 
(“Form is everything”). And see Chapter 2, p. 33. 
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to all those elements of a verbal composition—rhythm, metrics, structure, 
coherence, emphasis, diction, images—which can more or less readily be 
discussed as if they were not a part of the poem’s “content,” message, 
or doctrine. “Form,” as we have suggested by apposition just above, is 
technique and style. “Form” includes all those elements which an aesthete 
might conceive as justifying a view of art as pure, non-conccptual, non- 
didactic. It is all that the old rhetorical theory might call either “dis¬ 
position” or “elocution.” It is what Aristotle in the Poetics calls “me¬ 
dium” (diction and music) and “manner” (spectacle). Thus “form” is not 
identical, at first glance anyway, with all the character that a work may 
have, as in the radical view of monistic expressionism. “Form” in the 
sense implied by the last three or four hundred years of literary criticism 
is only a dim analogy of the Aristotelian idea or essence by which “mat¬ 
ter” is formed into some kind of thing (stone into a statue, or something 
less identifiable than stone into stone itself). Only a dim or inferior 
analogy, we say. Yet it is at least as clear and good as the opposed more 
Platonic analogy (found in Scaliger and more recently in the Chicago 
critics) by which “matter” is the sheer meaningless phonetics, the physi¬ 
cal sound, of words (if such a thing can be conceived) and “form” is the 
idea of the story or other meaning imposed upon the words. Our exposi¬ 
tion has preferred to make use of the readily definable and widely under¬ 
stood convention that “matter” is the content or message of literary works, 
so far as that may be extricated from their dense formality, and “form” 
is all that complication and stylization which in past ages has in one way 
or another been looked on as extraneous to matter—a kind of ornament, 
recommendation, fortification, dress, or the like. Nevertheless our final 
view, implicit in our whole narrative and in whatever moments of argu¬ 
ment we may have allowed ourselves, has been that “form” in fact em¬ 
braces and penetrates “message” in a way that constitutes a deeper and 
more substantial meaning than cither abstract message or separable orna¬ 
ment. In both the scientific or abstract dimension and in the practical or 
rhetorical dimension there is both message and the means of conveying 
message, but the poetic dimension is just that dramatically unified meaning 
which is coterminous with form. This is true both in the sense that all 
verbal discourse, no matter how unpoctic, has this poetic aspect, and in 
the more special sense that certain instances of verbal discourse are almost 
insusceptible of abstractive message reading, and these are poems (in verse 
and prose) in the most special and excellent sense. 

Poetry is truth of “coherence,” rather than truth of “correspond¬ 
ence,” as the matter is sometimes phrased nowadays. We have heard Sir 
Philip Sidney say that the poet “nothing affirmeth and therefore never 
licth.” And Wilde, in the vein of wit peculiar to him: “After all, what is 
a fine lie? Simply that which is its own evidence.” 

A close internal relation exists of course between this kind of “form” 
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and the tension of values and emotions on which we were insisting a few 
pages back. Such tension can occur at structural levels or in local detail of 
symbols and metaphors. It can be read as metaphoric meaning here and 
there in poems or as metaphoric character or dimension extending all 
through poems and constituting their very “imitative” relation to the 
world of reality which with their aid and in them we come to know. 
For excellent reasons the discordia concors of the metaphysical meta¬ 
phor or simile has seemed to some critics of our generation the very type 
and acme of the poetic structure. Such a figure is at least a small-scale 
model, a manageable miniature, in which a critic may more or less readily 
scrutinize certain features: the non-literal confrontation of vehicle and 
tenor, the pull of opposite values and feelings—the lovers, their sighs and 
anguish, and the willed control, che restraint, the geometry and the com¬ 
passes. 

Let us speak briefly here in praise of metaphor. Let us observe that 
metaphor combines the element of necessity or universality (the prime 
poetic quality which Aristotle noticed) with that other element of con¬ 
creteness or specificity which was implicit in Aristotle’s requirement of 
the mimetic object. Aletaphor is the union of history and philosophy 
which was the main premise of Sidney’s Defence . And metaphor would 
seem to be the only verbal structure which will accomplish this feat. We 
can have our universal in the full conceptualized discourse of science and 
philosophy. We can have specific detail lavishly in the newspapers and in 
records of trials and revelations of psychiatric cases. But it is only in 
metaphor, and hence it is par excellence in poetry, that we encounter the 
most radically and relevantly fused union of the detail and the universal 
idea. Detail in itself is contingent on information and it is the character¬ 
istic object of the historian’s research. Still it gets into poems, and poems 
start with it and from it, and the historian is in the happy position of not 
necessarily renouncing criticism. Metaphor is the universal amber for the 
preservation and enhancement of the scraps and trifles of historic fact. 
“Pretty! in amber to observe the forms, Of hairs, or straws, or dirt, or 
grubs, or worms! The things, we know, are neither rich nor rare, But 
wonder how the devil they got there.” For it is not a universal fact and 
not universally admired that men should wear cork-heeled “shoon.” But 
joined with certain ideas of vanity and frivolity and with salt water (in the 
ballad of Sir Patrick Spens ), the shoes make a permanent and important, 
a universally conceivable, human meaning. A “superannuated” British 
warship of the year 1838 becomes by modern naval norms a highly 
vulnerable smallish wooden tub. But in the high slant perspective, the 
orange and bloody sunset, of Turner’s illumination we still have The 
Fighting Temeraire . Metaphors are poetry’s permanent and necessary 
conclusions drawn from variable and contingent premises. Other univer¬ 
sal are abstract and to that extent a priori , even tautological. (A rose is a 
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rose. . . .) Metaphor is a substantive—or a mock-substantive—universal. 

It is true that metaphor in poetry is not the same thing as metaphor 
in poetic theory. Yet a metaphoric theory of poetry is almost necessarily 
a theory of multiple focuses and hence a historic theory and a perspective 
theory. It entertains not historically separate and opaque conceptions but 
a translucent continuous view of history as vista and development. The 
theory implicit in our narrative sees three main focuses or three most 
radical ideas in the history of literary criticism, believes them interrelated 
and reconcilable, and aspires to discard no one of the three. Thus, we 
recognize: (1) the mimetic or Aristotelian, which does justice to the 
world of things and real values and keeps our criticism from being 
merely idealistic; (2) the emotive (as developed with most subtlety per¬ 
haps by Richards), which does justice to human responses to values and 
keeps criticism from talking too much about either ethics or physics; 
(3) the expressionistic and linguistic (par excellence the Crocean), which 
does justice to man’s knowledge as reflexive and creative and keeps criti¬ 
cism from talking about poetry as a literal recording of cither things or 
responses. Our account of critical history says that the second and the 
third of these radical ideas are present in Aristotle along with the first, 
though the third, the expressionistic, is surely the weakest of the three and 
least explicitly developed. It appears to us that these ideas can be made the 
main points of reference for an indefinitely variable criticism of all poems. 
That is, there are no poems which, as one academic school of our day 
would have it, are in some exclusively proper way “mimetic” and which 
hence should not be permitted an expressionistic or symbolic reading; 
and conversely, all “symbolic” poems, if they are real poems, are in some 
important sense “mimetic” and dramatic. It seems to us, finally, that 
metaphor is not only in a broad sense the principle of all poetry but is 
also inevitable in practical criticism and will be active there in proportion 
as criticism moves beyond the historical report or the academic exercise. 

These observations imply the principle too by which we evaluate the 
history of the celebrated, perhaps notorious, “genres,” literary “species,” 
“types,” or “kinds”—not wishing to adopt either these genres or any 
modification of them as authoritative points of reference or fixations in 
our scheme of literary valuing, nor on the other hand to follow the 
. Crocean sweep in refusing to allow any worth at all to or make any use 
of such technically defined entities. The evolution of criticism has pro¬ 
duced four, perhaps five, genre conceptions dominant enough in their 
eras to serve as focusses for the poetic whole. Each of these (with perhaps 
one exception) seems to have had its advantages; each has enabled a cer¬ 
tain understanding not only of one literary genre but of the whole poetic 
structure and problem. Aristotle’s view was dramatic, or more precisely 
tragic (with intimations of a twin comic view), and this had the great 
advantage of opening up the more broadly dramatic, the ethically 
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problematic and tensional, aspect of poetry as a whole. Peri Poietikes — 
On the Art of Fiction. Aristotle, if read rightly, has something to say 
about all the poetic genres. The next basic view is that of Horace, con¬ 
versational, epistolary, idiomatic, ironic, satiric—despite all the defunct 
doctrines about drama which Horace manages to embalm in his gentle¬ 
manly wit. This view has the advantage of opening up the linguistic, the 
idiomatic, the metaphoric and in that sense again the “dramatic” aspect 
of all poetry. Next is the high, the grand, the ecstatic view of Longinus— 
which on the whole opens up more dangers and confusions perhaps than 
affective advantage, and is not a view according to literary species (but 
just the opposite) unless we look on it as making a large contribution 
(via Boileau) to the new genre of the “heroic” in the third quarter of the 
17th century. Here was a perspective that was almost altogether inflation¬ 
ary and bad, looking not into the realm of spirit and word, where po¬ 
etry really is, but into a gigantorama of grossly direct stimulations, of 
pageantry, drums, duels, warfare, spectres, loud protestations of lust, 
honor, and valor. Meanwhile, in the same essays of Dryden which de¬ 
fend the heroic, a theory of courtly wit and ridicule is asserted, and by 
the time of Pope and Swift, this can be considered a second focussing of 
the Horatian conversational and satiric ideal. And in close liaison, ap¬ 
pears the mocking genre of the anti-heroic or burlesque. (Both these, it 
is true, are, as with the original Horatian satire, genre norms more by 
the implication of prevalent and successful practice than by any clearly 
enunciated theory.) Lastly, the cycle of genres is completed in the era 
of the romantics with the now affectionately remembered lyric ideal and 
its attendant opinion that a long poem is a contradiction in terms. This 
had the advantage of exploiting a new view of “expression,” a view of 
subjectivity both as cognition and as feeling, and of metaphor as the 
small-scale model and touchstone of the whole poetic business. After that 
Copernican revolution, from dramatic, epic and satiric forms to the lyric, 
there were no new genre theories, 2 Theories after that were returns ei- 

2 “Those forms which he [Friedrich Schlegel] finds appropriate to his own 
taste and time and which arc congenial, above all, to the renective, ironic temper 
of the modern mind are the fragment, the dialogue ( das Gesprdcb ), the rhapsody, 
the arabesque, the ironic comedy, and the speculative, satirical, or polemical 
aphorism. All these are ‘mixed’ forms (‘All pure, classical forms,’ he says in Lyceum 
fragment 60, ‘are now absurd’). . . . The lyrical soliloquy, so indicative of a later 
and different sort of nineteenth-century romanticism, is for Schlegel an enviable 
but certainly a primitive and inferior manner. Unlike these forms, which have at 
least a sporadic historical character in common, the form of the novel is radically 
new and certainly without a continuous history. The novel (der Roman) represents 
for Schlegel the most significant invention of the modem analytical sensibility. It is 
related by its philosophical and discursive purpose not to the classical epic but to 
the didactic poem, whose greatest single specimen is the Divine Comedy . . . . the 
novel is not a consistent art form; it is not, in a strict sense, a genre . . .” (Victor 
Lange, “Friedrich Schlegel’s Literary Criticism,” Comparative Literature , VII, Fall, 
* 955 , 299). 
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ther to the classic idea of bigness, as with Arnold, or to the romantic idea 
of the lyrically intense moment, as with the imagists of the early 20th 
century. Or they were more and more subtly and dialectically blended 
obliterations of the old genre idea, as with the 19th-century dramatic 
monologues and idylls, and then the varieties of symbolism, post-symbol- 
ism, and latterly surrealism. The interlude of the porcelain verse genres 
with the Parnassians scarcely counts. 


VIII 

One perhaps will look about for some comprehensive issue, some para¬ 
doxical junction, that will catch, if only in a precarious and momentary 
stasis, the whole of the problem. This seems to appear nowadays in the 
question so often asked or implied: whether a poetic theory should be 
Platonic (concerned with meanings, even though only with analogical 
meanings) or Aristotelian, concerned, some critics appear to suppose, 
only with structures—structures of meaning which are somehow, in 
themselves, as structures, devoid of any meaning and not a modification 
or enablement of the meanings which are thought to be structured. 
Which view should poetic theory lean toward? Or, perhaps better, why 
should such a question be asked? The reason appears to lie in a kind of 
three-story pattern of human values which may be expounded roughly 
as follows: There is (1) easiest and lowest, the level of sensory pleasure 
and pain, terminal in its own way, unexplainable, more or less opaque. 
There is—to jump to the other extreme—(3) spiritual value, ethical and 
religious, terminal too, in a different way, in the sense that there is no 
higher appeal or sanction. And then in between there is (2) something 
like what Kant saw (which made him close a gap in his system with the 
Critique of Judgment). That is, there is aesthetic pleasure, pleasure of 
art, and this divides into two kinds: (A) the non-referential and Platonic, 
a form of sensory-intellectual pleasure (like wall paper and arabesques), 
terminal again in its own way—and (B) the referential or symbolic, the 
anti-Platonic art pleasure, especially the pleasure of poetry. But this kind 
of aesthetic value is an unstable conception. It almost inevitably invites 
being reduced—either up or down—to (1) sensory values, pleasure and 
pain (the portrayal of flowers and perfumes in Eden, says Addison, is 
more delightful than the portrayal of brimstone and smoke in Hell)—or 
to (3) conceptualized ethical and religious values (poetry, says the old 
didactic theory, is to teach correct lessons). 

.The grand problem for the theorist would appear to be how to evade 
these temptations, or, perhaps better, how to embrace them both and thus 
have a double or paradoxical theory. His best chance to do this, we have 
suggested, is found in the curious fact of metaphor, which is a combi- 
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nation of concreteness and significance, a reconciliation or simultaneous 
embodiment of diverse emotive pulls, a way of facing and even asserting 
something serious while at the same time declining the didactic gambit 
which nature is always pushing forward—both to artist and to theorist. 

A theory of art will not be able to get along without at least two 
key terms—to stand in partial opposition to each other and keep the the¬ 
ory from collapsing into tautology or into literalism. At the same time 
it will hardly be a theory at all unless it tries to bring these two terms 
into a reconciled and necessary relation, or to see each in and through 
the other. The two best critical terms, the most simple, inclusive, and un¬ 
avoidable, are perhaps making and saying (if the latter be understood 
to include its expressionist complement the term seeing —“Always the 
seer is a sayer”). Or Creation and Discovery , as the title of an aesthetic 
philosopher’s recent book has it. Making, the Aristotelian emphasis, and 
saying-seeing, the Platonic and romantic. The justification of this polar 
arrangement is the impossibility that the two can ever come completely 
together without the collapse and loss of poetry, and the equal impossi¬ 
bility of their being taken in strict dichotomy or separation without the 
same loss. Under these two complementary but opposed heads we can 
marshal an indefinite list of the antitheses that emerge in various phases 
of critical argument: drama vs. statement, metaphor vs. literal fact, con¬ 
crete vs. abstract, whole vs. part, whole structure vs. Longinian or Cro- 
cean flash, inclusion vs. exclusion, pleasure and pain vs. pleasure or pain, 
Aristotelian harmonia vs. Aristotelian mimesis , art in full vs. either ro¬ 
mantic or classical art; finally, and again basically, the work vs. either the 
author or the audience. Art or poetry is the peculiar situation where we 
see each member of each pair only in or through its opposite: making 
through saying and saying through making. 

Something can be learned, something perhaps ultimate, from the 
most abstract schemes of the philosophers. Let us take a concluding look 
at an Aristotelian and scholastic classification of human mental activities 
recently readvertised in the aesthetic writings of the neo-scholastic phi¬ 
losopher Jacques Maritain. Systematic mental activities (arts and sci¬ 
ences), says the tradition, arc either speculative (like metaphysics and 
mathematics) or practical, and the practical are either concerned with do¬ 
ing (ethics and politics) or with making (arts), and then these activities 
of making are further divisible into useful arts and fine arts—the last be¬ 
ing the category where we find poetry. Perhaps, though we will not urge 
this in a quarrelsome way against aestheticians of painting or music, po¬ 
etry is the fine art. Mr. Maritain thinks that something he calls “poetry,” 
a principle of subjective communion with objective reality, is the essence 
of all the fine arts. And indeed the verbal principle as it works in poetry 
more pronouncedly than in other arts does at least put a special emphasis 
on the relation of tension which holds between fine art (especially po- 



Literary Criticism: A Short History 7 54 

etry) and the other arts and between art in general and the sciences. 
There is a doubling of art and fine art, in two stages, from their generic 
non-speculative direction back through the status of making (as distinct 
from doing) to the status of fine (as distinct from useful). This last, the 
status of fine y is one where acting takes on in a peculiar way the aspect 
of speculation (seeing-saying), Let us imagine a tabular anangemcnt as 
follows: 



SPECULATIVE 

SAYING 


X 

USEFUL 

And let us recite thus the broadest lessons of critical history: (1) A prag¬ 
matic general philosophy collapses A and B, and hence there is no possi¬ 
bility that a problem about art can really arise. “When we look at a pic¬ 
ture, or read a poem, or listen to music,” says Richards, “we are not do¬ 
ing something (juite unlike what we were doing on our way to the 
Gallery or when we dressed in the morning.” 3 (2) Functionalism in art 
theory (even in a scholastic frame of general reference) collapses X and 
Y, echoing and complementing the general pragmatic reduction of A to 
B. “To make a drainpipe,” says Eric Gill, “is as much the work of an art¬ 
ist as it is to make paintings or poems.” 4 (3) Platonic versions of art and 
beauty (including perhaps the neo-scholastic theory of Mr. Maritain) and 
fully idealist versions of expressionism, like that of Croce, put a trans¬ 
cendental “beauty” somehow specially under Y, though by definition as 
a transcendental this beauty is also everywhere else and is hence the 
proper object of the most generalized speculative activity. “If an epigram 
be art,” says Croce, “why not a simple word?” 5 (4) Didactic art theory, 
from Plato to the present day, completes too in its own way the motion 
of return (from right to left in our spatial representation) and rules art 

8 Principles of Literary Criticism (New York, 1934)1 P- 
* Eric Gill, Art (London, 1935), p. 4 - 
6 Aesthetic, trans. Douglas Ainslie (London, 1922), p. 13. 



PRACTICAL 

ACTING 



I I 

MAKING DOING 
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by the straight norms of A, conceptual truth. Poetry, that is, becomes 
the art of saying something correct either about God or nature or about 
some human activity. Would a pilot or a poet know better, asks Socrates, 
how to steer a boat in a storm? 

It remains that a theory of poetic or fine art must do something yet 
different. It must keep asserting in various idioms, by various stratagems, 
in accord with the demands of the dialectic of the time, the special char¬ 
acter of Y (poetry) as a tensional union of making with seeing and saying. 
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574 - 6 , 579, 582, 724, 741, 744 , 747 , 75 ?; 
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in Plato, 61-3, 67; in Aristotle, 67, 
72; as “closed fist,” 72, 223-4; divorced 
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90, 608, 632, 709, 7 i 4 , 716-19 
Drummond, William, Sir, 176, 178, 4 * 9 , 

426 o 

Dryden, John, 108, 152, > 59 , * 79 , 
196-217, 223, 225, 228-9, 232-3, 236-8, 


Dryden, John ( continued ) 

241, 245, 253, 264, 272, 290-2, 298, 3*6- 
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Epic, 197-8, 205, 265, 433 - 4 * 5 * 7 , 540, 726, 
751; theory, 205. See Heroic poetry 
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Euclid, 15, 7 1 * 365 
Euhcmcrus of Messina, 78 
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Faral, Edmond, 144 
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Fathers of the Church, 74, i 54 
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291-300, 303-9) 462, 508-n, 611-32, 
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22-4, 80-1, 91, 113-15* 117* 120-2, 125-6, 
133 * 316, 369, 377 * 742 , 744 * 748 ; and 
matter, 91, 115, 122, 316, 369, 497, 748 
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17* 29, 33 * 44 , 488-90, 663, 747 - 9 ; usage 
in this book defined, 747-8. See also 
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Form (as expression), 507, 513-18. See 
also Croce. 

Form (symbolic). See Symbolic form 
Formalism, 488-90 
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714-16, 718, 730, 740; wit as economy 
of psychic expenditure, 571-3; the 
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Homer, 3-18 passmi , 33, 45* 47 * 5 2 , 7 ** 
78, 82, 85, 91-2, 100, 106-8 , 161, 163, 167, 
198-9, 213, 224, 240-1, <267-7 7 > 284, 2 9 °y 
314, 318, 323, 343, 350-1* 360-1, 369, 
415-16, 433 . 443 ~ 4 > 463. 497 * 684 
Hooker, E. N., 211, 291 
Hooker, Richard, 72 
Hopkins, Gerard Manley, 443, 547 
Horace, 30, 77-^6, 97 * 99-103* no-u, 
146, 155-6, 160-3, 167, 169, 176, 179, 
198, 215, 233, 235-6, 240, 318, 32 5 , 334 , 
344, 360, 416, 440, 464-5, 512, 524 - 5 » 

724, 726, 728, 734* 738 , 74 i* 751* 
Poetica , 81-91, 264; its Hellenistic 
structure, poetry, poem, poet, 91-5; 
genres, decorum, 80-7, 89, 91, 102, xio, 
3x8, 724; perfection vs. spontaneity, 
84-5; innovation, 86; comedy as po- 


Horace ( continued ) 
etry, 86-7, 724; diction, usage, 87-8, 
344, 360; on mediocrity, 89-90; cun¬ 
ning juncture of words, 89, 724, 738; 
studio advice, 94 
Hoskins, John, 177 
Hotson, Leslie, 195 

Howard, Robert, Sir, 188-9, 197-8, 201 
Howard, William G., 264 
Howell, A. C., 228 
Howell, Elmo, 655 
Howell, Wilbur S., 222, 224, 226 
Howells, William Dean, 459 
Hudson, H. H., 229 
Huet, Pierre Daniel, 285 
Hugo, Victor, 382, 434, 465* 489, 59 *, 
659 

Hulme, T. E., 597* 644, 659-62 , 663, 
666-7, 674* 678-9, 686-7, 730 
Humanism, 66, 74, 152, 154* 167* 247, 
250, 450-1, 455, 729-30, 733 - 5 . See also 
Neo-humanism 
Humboldt, Wilhelm von, 532 
Hume, David, 295, 297-8, 301-2, 304, 382 
Humor, 213, 379, 57®. See also Comedy, 
Laughter 

Humours, 174-5, 201-2, 210-11. See also 
Comedy 

Huncker, James, 494 
Hunt, John, 417 
Huntley, Frank L., 184-5, 687 
Huppe, Bernard F., 150 
Hurd, Richard, 327, 366, 526-7, 529, 532, 
545 * 73 i 

Hutcheson, Francis, 261, 302, 306, 3x1, 
381, 476, 742 
Huxley, Aldous, 590 
Huxley, Thomas Henry, 449 
Huysmans, J. K., 276, 362 


Ibsen, Hendrik, 362, 694 
Idealism (German, transcendental), 376, 
389, 395 * 403 * 418, 439 , 455-6, 459* 496, 
498, 585* 739 
Ideville, H. d\ 457 

Illusionism, 18-20, 190, 203, 270, 296, 325, 
414-15* 483* 581-2, 724. See also Real¬ 
ism, Naturalism 

Image (imagery), 264, 433* 661, 667, 748 
Imagination, 229-33, 246, 251, 254-7, 
304-5, 308, 322, 325, 347 - 8 , 364, 37 L 
385-408, 410, 413, 4*8, 422, 424, 481, 
636-7, 661, 666, 667, 726, 728, 735, 742; 
mistrust of, 232-3; relation to “fancy** 
and “wit,” 229-31, 254, 308, 385-8, 
401-4, 410, 478, 661, .666; sensory im¬ 
agination, Hobbes, Locke, Addison, 
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Imagination ( continued) 

254-7; and association, 304-5; Words¬ 
worth and Coleridge, 385-408, 413; as 
reconciliation (union), 395-40*; and 
sublimity, 405-7; anc * feeling, 407-8; 
Shelley, 418, 422; Blake, 424; Baude¬ 
laire, 481; Richards, 636-7; Hulme, 661; 
Eliot, 666; Tate, 677 
Imagism, 659, 661-2, 730, 752 
Imitation, / /—/5, 26-8, 52, 64, 82, 92, 
/oo, 158, 166-7, 175 , 178-81, 186, * 93 , 
213-18, 234-9, 264-8, 2-}i-6 passim, 289, 
293, 300, 318, 322, 335, 374, 435 , 457 , 
497, 690-2, 737-8, 749-50; in Plato, 
11-13, 64, 164, 335 ; in Aristotle, 26-8, 
52, 164, 335; in Horace, 82; in Isoc¬ 
rates, 92; in Longinus, 100; in Jonson, 
195, 178-81; in Dryden, 186, 193, 213— 
18; in Pope and Boileau, 234-8; in 
Young, 289; of nature, 11-13, 26-8, 
166-7, 237, 457; and imagination (crea¬ 
tion), 117, 164, 171-2, 322, 335 , 374 , 
435, 497, 690-2, 737-8, 749; of models, 
82, 92, 100, 158, 161, 175, 178-81, 213-18, 
234-8, 289; as translation, 213-18; of 
genres, 234-6; sound and sense, 238-9; 
of human nature, 264-5; emotive, 
264-6, 271, 300; in painting, 264-5, 268; 
in music, 271-2; of media, 276. See also 
Imagination, Mimesis, Nature 
Imitative form, fallacy of, 202, 353, 670 ff. 
Impersonality, 661, 664-5, 680, 683-4 
Impressionism, 451, 466, 493, 534, 658, 
682, 684 

Impulse, 616-20, 623-4, 745. See also Feel- 
ing 

Inclusion, unification by, 619-21, 646-8 
Incoherence, 624, 652 
Inspiration ( mgemum, pbusis ), 6-9, 52-3, 
92-4, 97, 99-100, 179, 284-5, 290, 420, 
725. See also Genius 
Intentionalism, 546, 549-50, 715 
Intuition, “creative” 110-11. See also 
Maritain 

Intuition-expression, 501 ff. See also Croce 
Ion of Chios, 4 ff., 105 
Irony (incongruity), 44 - 5 , 378 - 8 °, 620-2, 
632-3, 646-8, 653-4* 670, 672-3, 685-6, 
730-1, 741-2, 745, 747, 75i; m P en ~ 
peteia, 44-5; German romantic, 378-80; 
as a touchstone, 620-2, 646-8; writers 
on, 672-5 

Isidore of Seville, 155 
Isocrates, 6 $- 6 , 71, 72-3* 9 2 , 102 

James, D. G., 258, 413 
James, Henry, 37* 45®, 47 1* 480, 632, 646, 
681-3, 684, 686-7, 692-3, 7 !2 » 733 


James, William, 74, 601 
Jcbb, R. C., 102 
Jefferson D. W., 303 
Jefferson, Thomas, 74 
Je-nc-sais-quoi, 261 
Jenkins, Iredell, 456 
Jerome, St., 74, 154 
John of Salisbury, 72, 74 , *55 
Johns Hopkins University, 542, 544 
Johnson, Samuel, 87-8, 90, 161, 189, 200, 
202, 215, 238-43, 268, 286, 289-90, 292-3, 
298, 3/5-/6, 341, 351 , 354 , 359 , 364, 374 , 
406, 429, 441 - 3 , 466, 527, 547, 550 , 662, 
665, 728, 731; on “representative” verse, 
238-9; on poetic diction, 240, 342; on 
wit, 241-3, 331; on catharsis, 292—3; 
universal nature, 319-20, 322-3, 3 2 4 - 7 , 
329, 370; the sublime, 323-4, 333 ; a P' 
peal from criticism to nature, 325; on 
drama, 326, 330; on style, 328-9, 34 2 - 3 ; 
on biography, 329; on imagination, in¬ 
vention, 330, 336; primitivism, 332 
Jonas, Leah, 176 
Jones, Ernest, 631 
Jones, Henry, 350 
Jones, L. W., 120 
Jones, R. F., 192, 214, 227, 525 
Jones, William, Sir, 274, 300, 382 
Jonson, Ben, 93, 174-81, 184, 187-8, 200-2, 
205, 208-9, 211, 213, 225, 230, 287, 335, 
354, 421, 549, 638, 727; “character,” 
175-6; “humours,” 174-5, 201-2, 211, 
230; Timber, 176-80; imitation of mod¬ 
els, 178-81, 213, 216, 354; on English 
writers, 178, 180; neo-classic theory of 
poetry, 181, 344, 421 
Jordan, John E., 426 
Joscphson, Matthew, 458 
Joubert, Joseph, 439, 448 
Jouffroy, Theodore, 456, 477 
Journal of the History of Ideas, 544 
Jowctt, Benjamin, 6, 446 
Joyce, James, 75, i3 2 ~4i 47 <>» 018, 

670, 685-6, 734 

Jung, Carl, 599, 611, 709, 716-20 
Juvenal, 207, 21? 


Kallen, Horace, 571-2 
Kallich, Martin, 302, 305 
Karnes, Lord. See Home, Henry 
Kant, Immanuel, 108, ///, 119, 2 77 1 37 <>- 2 > 
376, 381-2, 390 - 3 , 405 , 4 i 7 , 4 i 9 , 422-3, 
426, 477 - 9 , 486, 502, 5 * 9 , 535 , 585. 6oi, 
617, 699-700, 729, 745, 752; disinterest, 
129, 390, 477, 729, 745; threefold di¬ 
vision of arts, 277; dynamic sublime, 
294, 371, 381, 405; Copemican revolu- 
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Kant, Immanuel ( continued) 
ti°n, 370; mathematical sublime, 371; 
purposiveness without purpose, 371,426, 
477 ; comic contrast, 379; epistemology 
and ontology, 390; understanding and 
reason, 391, 393, 423; sensory intui¬ 
tion, 392; formalism descended from, 
490-1 

Kaplan, Charles, 184 

Keat ?> J° hn > 197,311,401, 443, 478,484. 

jS8 % J59, 619-20, 624, 654-5, 698, 732 
Keble, John, 435-6, 695-6 
Kelleher, John V., 443 
Kenner, Hugh, 672 
Ker, W. P.. 184, 541 
Kemodle, George R., 190 
Keynes, John Maynard, 468 
Kierkegaard, Soren, 379 
Killigrew, Thomas, 525 
Kipling, Rudyard, 218 
Kline, L. W., 570-1 
Klopstock, Friedrich Gottlieb, 366 
Knight, G. Wilson, 467 
Knowledge and poetry, 6-9, 677-8, 702-3, 
716-19 

Koestler, Arthur, 576-80 
Koszul, A. H., 418 
Krapp, Robert M., 241 
Krieger, Murray, 679 
Kris, Ernst, 631 
Kristeller, Paul O., 263, 277 
Krutch, Joseph Wood, 561 


Label names, 47-8 
La Driere, J. Craig, 6, 83 
La Fontaine, Jean de, 268 
Laforgue, Jules, 666, 672, 674 
Lamartine, Alphonse Marie, 593 
Lamb, Charles, 210, 387, 494, 524 
La Motte, Antoine Houdar de, 258 
Landor, Walter Savage, 619 
Lang, Andrew, 488, 540 
Lange, Victor, 368, 375-6, 751 
Langer, Susanne K., 399, 582, 584, 600, 
632, 7 04-$, 709, 712, 714 
Language, 248, 270, 279, 374, 419-20, 489, 
498, 613, 625-7, 636, 641-2; origin of, 
374 ; emotive use of, 613, 625-7, 641-2; 
scientific (referential) use of, 613, 
625-7, 629-30, 636, 641-2. See also Dic¬ 
tion, Poetic diction 
Lanson, Gustave, 258 
Laprade, Victor de, 456 
Laser, Marvin, 478 

Laughter, 56^-75, 977-8; physical phe¬ 
nomena of, 571-2; of children, 572-3, 
575-6. See also Comedy, Humor 
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Lautr6amont, Isidore Ducasse, 584 

Lawes, Henry, 272 

Lawrence, W. J., 195 

Leavis, F. R., 446-7, 484 

I.eavis, Q. D., 473 

Le Bossu, Rene, 205, 733, 747 

Le Barn, Charles, 245, 264-5 

Leconte de Lisle, C. M., 484 

Lee, Nathaniel, 298 

Lee, Rensselaer W., 265 

Lee, Vernon (Violet Paget), 615 

Lcgouis, Pierre, 182 

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm von, 132 
261, 476 ‘ ’ 

Leland, John, 523 
Lemaitre, Jules, 494 
Lenin, V. I., 469 
Leonard, Sterling A., 441 
Leopardi, Giacomo, 505 
Lermontov, Mikhail Y., 460 
Lessing, Gotthold, E., 267-71, 271-6, 281, 
364-5, 367, 372 - 3 , 377, 439 , 505, 7335 
Lao roots, 267-71 • difference between 
poetry and painting, 268-71, 276; drama 
as most poetic form of literature, 270, 
373 

Ldveque, Jean-Charks, 456 
Levin, Harry, 457 
Levy-Bruhl, Lucien, 733 
Lewis, C. S., 84, 495, 58 r 
Lewisohn, Ludwig, 121 
Licymnius, 63 
Liedtke, Hans, 419 
Lincoln, Abraham, 74 
Lipps, Theodor, 572, 611, 615 
Livy, 178 
Lock, W., 44 

Locke, John, 230-2, 254-5, 257-9, 262, 
264, 284, 301-2, 308, 332, 476, 727, 733; 
on wit, 231-2; primary and secondary 
qualities, 254-5, 258, 264; imagination, 
255 , 259 

Logic (Aristotelian: enthymeme, syllo¬ 
gism), 31-2, 67, 223 

Logos, 15, 71-2, 75, 224, 247, See also 
Words 

Lomazzo, G. P., 265 
London Musical Society, 272 
Longfellow, Henry Wadsworth, 173, 352 
Longinianism, 285, 290-1, 296, 319, 405 
Longinus, 70, 91~ni, 119, 166, 181, 199, 

205, 236, 260, 284, 309, 328, 406, 466, 

494 , 5i7, 652, 696, 725, 728, 740, 751, 

753; Peri Hupsous introduced, 97-8; 
sublimity, transport, 98-9, 104, 106,’ 
108-9, 119, 260, 284, 286, 290, 321, 324, 

334 , 494 , 728, 740, 751; five sources 
of the sublime, 99-101, 103-4, 109; 
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Longinus ( continued) 
pbantasiaiy 99, 314; genius of poet 
(great soul), 100-1, 106, 284, 287-9, 
296, 725; figures, 103-4; nature vs. per¬ 
fection, art, 104-6; physical grandeur, 
107-8; suntbesisy 109. See also Genius, 
Sublime 

Lovcjoy, Arthur O., 317-18, 544-5, 746 
Lowth, Robert, 291 
Lubbock, Percy, 684 
Lucan, 108, 172 
Lucas, F. L., 44, 650 
Lucian, 94 
Lucilius, 86 
Lucretius, 178, 294, 440 
Lunacharsky, Anatoli V, 469 
Luther, Martin, 74 
Lycophron, 78 
Lyly, John, 224-5 
LyncenSy a lost play, 44 
Lynch, William F., 55-6, 124, 746 
Lyric, 433-6* 442, 478, 517, 675, 686, 688- 
92, 696-8, 743, 75i 

Lyricism, 556, 566-7, 583, 589, 593; in 
tragedy, 556, 566-7; lyric intensity, 589 
“Lyrism” (Crocean), 510-12 
Lysias, 59-61, 65, 102, 106 
Lyttlcton, George, 267 


Maass, J. G. E., 390-1 
Macaulay, Thomas Babington, Lord, 106, 
210, 288y 351, 414 - 16 , 439 , 443 , 542 , 732 
McBumey, James H., 67 
Machiavelli, 177 
Mack, Maynard, 49, 233, 680 
MacKenna, Stephen, 114 
Mackenzie, Henry, 523 
McKenzie, Gordon, 302 
McKeon, Richard, 11, 22, 72, 82 
McKerrow, Ronald B., 172 
McKillop, A. D., 274 
MacLean, Kenneth, 295, 303 
Maclean, Norman, 291, 382, 433, 687 
MacLeish, Archibald, 249 
McLuhan, H. M., 72, 74-6, 266, 745 
McMahon, A. P., 50 
Macpherson, James, 350, 528, 538, 540 
Macrcady, William Charles, 447 
Maecenas, 84 
Maeterlinck, Maurice, 466 
Maigron, Louis, 49 1 
Malherbe, Francois de, 214, 524 
Mallarme, Stephanc, 362, 466, 484, 584, 
591-3, 594-5, 597, 605, 608-9, 667, 673, 
729; debt to Poe, 592; emphasis on 
craftsmanship, 59 2 » defines poetry, 593 
Mallet, Paul-Henri, 4*7 


Man of feeling, 297 

Manet, Edouard, 466 

Manilius, 82 

Manly, J. M., 146 

Manwaring, Elizabeth W., 266 

Maritain, Jacques, 53, iio-u, 127-8/ 

130-1, 262, 497, 753-4 
Marlowe, Christopher, 218 
Marot, Clement, 489 
Martial, 175, 179, 361, 694 
Martianus Capclla, 130, 143, *4$ 

Marvell, Andrew, 396, 547, 619, 621, 628, 

Marvelous (supernatural, wonderful), 
io-ii, 43, 51, 107-8, 166-7, 199, 334 - 6 , 
397, 416-17, 459. See also Myth 
Marx, Karl, 468 

Marxist criticism, 468-73, 476. See also 
Social norms 
Masefield, John, 350 
Mason, William, 274, 329 
Materialism, 126, 431, 461, 468, 473 ; dia¬ 
lectical, 468 

Mathematics (number), 15, 67, 69, 124, 
130, 142, 193, 227, 258, 275-6, 49 *, 745 
Matter (and form), 91, **5, *22, 3*6 
369, 497, 743, 748; defined in the lit¬ 
erary sense, 748. See also Form 
Matthew of Vendome, 144 
Matthews, Brandcr, 470 
Matthiessen, F. O., 178 
Maude, Aylmer, 463, 465, 467-8 
Maupassant, Guy de, 466, 663, 682 
Maximus Tyrius, 153 
Maxwell, D. E. S., 745 
Mazzoni, Guido, 157, 161, 164, 167, 335 
Mediaeval Academy of America, 250 
Medievalism, 487-9 
Melagari, D., 477 

Melville, Herman, 55, 585, 581-8, 679-80, 
7 * 9 , 734 

Menander, 48, 50, 86, 175, 212 
Mencken, Henry L., 494 
Mendel, Gregor Johann, 354 
Mendelssohn, Moses, 277, 397, 476 
Mendenhall, John C., 144 
Meredith, George, 211-13, 379 , 569, 581 
Metaphor (trope), 69-70, 89, 102-5, 109, 
131, 142, 148, 150, 165, 224, 243, 249, 
256-7, 279, 281, 3 * 4 , 33 *, 375 , 4 °*, 4 ”, 
433, 5*3, 520, 631, 633, 644-5, 647, 661, 

664- 5, 674 - 5 , 677, 69*, 724, 728, 73 *, 
742, 747, 749-5°, 752 - 3 * See also 
Symbol 

Metaphysical poets, 402, 4 ° 4 ” 5 , 4 * 3 , 497 * 

665- 6, 669 
Meter. See Verse 
Meyerstein, E. H. W., 5 39 
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Michaud, Guy, 590-1, 593-4 
Michelangelo, 194, 444 * 4^5 
Michelet, Jules, 366 
Migne, J. C., 123 
Miles, Josephine, 359 
Mill, James, 413 

Mill, J. S., 305, 308-9, 434-5* 4^2, 538, 730 
Millay, Edna St. Vincent, 612, 624 
Miller, Perry, 225-6 
Millet, Jean Francis, 466 
Milton,, John, 759, 166, 776, 197-8, 239* 
272, 297, 298, 324, 328, 341, 343 » 3581 * 
361, 401, 405, 410, 423, 427, 444 - 5 » 527 i 
580-1, 589 , 642-3 

Mimesis , 470,' 519* 7 2 3* 737 - 8 * 749 - 50 * 
753. See also Imitation 
Minturno, Antonio, 156, 160, 162-3, 167, 

169 . . r a 

Modern Language Association or Amer¬ 
ica, 542-3 

Molicre (Jean-Baptiste Poquelin), 20^- 
10, 212, 361, 560 
Molyncux, William, 275 
Monboddo, James Burnett, 417 
Monk, Samuel H., 267, 285 
Monroe, Harriet, 350, 662 
Montaigne, Michel de, 178-9, 225 
Montesquieu, Charles de Sccondat de, 
263 

Moore, G. E., 633 
Moore, George, 592 
Moore, Marianne, 640, 670 
Moore, Sturge, 600-1 
Moore, Thomas, 288, 381 
Morality (moral sense), 10-11, 38, 210, 
293, 295, 306, 406-7* 422-5, 449 - 5 L 484- 
5, 658, 669-71, 742; in tragedy, 293, 295; 
and the sublime, 406-7. See also Didac¬ 
ticism 

More, Hannah, 350 
More, Paul Elmer, 450, 560, 658, 730 
Morgann, Maurice, 414 
Moritz, Karl Phillip, 365 
Morley, Edith J., 529 
Morley, John, 541 
Morley, Thomas, 272 
Morris, Charles W., 635 
Morris, Corbyn, 243 
Morris, Robert L., 256 
Mozart, Leopold, 274 
Muck-raking, 730 
Muirhcad, J. H., 305, 3 ° 9 * 393 
Mulgrave, John Sheffield, Earl of, 198, 
230, 236 

Muller, Herbert, 650 
Munro, Thomas, 262, 277 
Muratori, Lodovico Antonio, 381 
Murray, Gilbert, 689 


Music, 20, 27, 57, 71* 89, 120, 125, 127, 
130, 136, 759-^7, 198, 238, 262-), 271-8, 
281-2, 297, 300, 3 ^ 9 * 374 * 4 * 9 * 478 - 9 , 
484, 489, 496, 498, 5*7-4, 589* 593 -S, 
643, 668. 705, 744-5; o f the spheres, 
140-1; mathematical component, 139- 
41, 262, 276; Beaux Arts , opera, orato¬ 
rio, song, ode, 262-3, 271-8; musical 
puns, 275; arts as music, 276, 281-2, 374; 
symbolist poetry as music, 478-9 
(Poe), 484* 489* 589* 593 - 5 . 642, 668; 
musical nature of tragedy, 561-4; mu¬ 
sic and symbolic form (Mrs. Langer), 

7°5 

Myers, Robert M., 272, 274 

Myth, 78, 166, 241, 564* 613, 68^-9, 691, 
7 00-20 passim , 733-4* 74 1 - See also Sym¬ 
bol 


Naevius, 238 
Nashe, Thomas, 225 
Nathan, George Jean, 494 
Naturalism, 19, 48, 78, 271, 296, 377, 4 11 * 
418-19* 428, 450-1, 451 - 9 , 47 L 482, 498* 
544, 730; illusionisdc, 296; photograph¬ 
ic, 377; French, 418-19, 428, 450, 457 - 8 * 
in Zola, 458, 498, 544; in Norris, 459 ; 
in Marx, 471; in Baudelaire, 482. See 
also Realism, Social norms 
Nature, 77-75, 26-8 , 166-7, 172, i 93 » * 37 - 
8, 240, 255-69 passim , 275, 278, 298, 
300, 575-55, 336, 344 - 7 * 35 L 370 , 393 * 
396, 400, 404, 429, 449, 457 * 482-3, 490 - 3 * 
498, 754; imitation of, n-13. 26-8, 
166-7, 17*. 193* 2 55-6, 263,275, 278, 315, 
393* 457, 483* 498; as order and stand¬ 
ard, 237-8, 300, 317-18, 320-3, 326, 330, 
344* 346-7, 35L 482-3; harmony be¬ 
tween man and, 370; as symbol of spir¬ 
itual life of man, 393, 400; and hero- 
soul, 429; organic, 490; as recollection 
of art, 492. See also Imitation, Inspira¬ 
tion 

Nedham, Marchamont, 525 
Neo-Aristoteiianism, 733 
Neo-classicism, 774-95, 206-9, 229, 244, 
246, 264, 270, 272, 285, 290-1, 296, 303* 
573-56, 341, 566-9. See also Classicism 
Neo-humanism, 330, 455 , 49 L 560, 658, 
660. See also Humanism 
Neo-Platonism, 112-56 
Neoptolemus of Parium, 79, 91-3 
New Republic , 544 
Newbolt, Henry John, Sir, 218 
Newman, Francis William, 351, 443 
Newman, John Henry, 244, 382, 435, 447. 
695-6 
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Newton, Isaac, Sir, 258, 302, 318, 327,43°, 

7*7 . . 

Nicolson, Marjorie, 275 
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 376, $62- 7, 56 9 , 606, 
621, 730, 744; Dionysian and Appollo- 
nian art, 562-4; zest for life, 565; the 
terrible and questionable, 566; art as 
reconciliation of discords, 567 
Nitchie, Elizabeth, 289 
Nolte, F. O., 373 
Norris, Frank, 459-60, 544 
Northrop, F. S. C, 16 
Norwood, Gilbert, 30 
Notopoulos, James A., 418 
Novalis. See Hardenberg, Friedrich von 
Novel, 681-96 passi?n 
Noyes, G. R., 185 

Objective correlative, 667-9, 676 
O’Casey, Sean, 678 
Occam, William of, 72, 74 
O’Connor, William Van, 459, 469-711 543 i 
561 

Ogden, C K., no, 580, 614, 635 
Ollier, Charles, 417 
Olson, Elder, 692, 694 
O’Neddy, Philothcc, 491 
O’Neill, Eugene, 566 
Ong, Walter J., 13*1 126, 250-1, 302, 308, 
55 1 

Organism (holism, whole and parts), 29- 
24 } 61, 119, 238, 325 i 334 , 377 , 585, 625, 
662, 665, 682-2 , 687, 691, 693, 706, 710, 
717. See also Structure 
Origen, 154 o 

Originality, 288-90, 539 ^ 4 L 549 - See also 
Genius 

Orleans, Charles d\ 489 
Ortega y Gasset, Jose, 472-3 
Osgood, Charles G., 152 
Ossian, 381 
Otway, Thomas, 298 
Overbury, Thomas, 175 
Ovid, 40, 172, 178, 213, 216, 218, 341, 4 * 7 , 
447 

Owl and the Nightingale , 149 
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and the union of the arts, 275-9; Tate 
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Phaedrus, 59-64, 79 , 223, 430, 724 
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Phonetics. See Semantic analysis, Verse 
Piero della Francesca, 490 
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Pisarev, Dmitri, 460-1 
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734; poetry vs philosophy, imitation, 
the cave, the line, 10-13, 20, 335; l° vc 
and beauty, 13-15, 59 , 4*8; mathemat¬ 
ics, geometry, visual arts, 15-20, 124, 
491, 742; forms, 21-4, 26; see also Form 
(universal); comedy, 45-6; rhetoric of 
Lysias, 58-60; rhetoric as dialectic, 61- 
3; as a knack {tribe ), 63; ridicule of 
technical niceties, 63-4; written vs 
spoken word, 64 
Plautus, 47-8, 50, 86, 175, *77 
Pleasure-pain, 134, 665, 743. See also Feel¬ 
ing 

Plekhanov, Georgi, 469 
Pliny the Elder, 19, 99, 4” 

Plot {mutbos), 37, 160, 182, 191, 205, 
434-6, 517, 672, 686-93, 695-6, 73 2_ 3 
Plotinus, 98, 112-2 5, 127-30, 134, 17 *, 335 , 
399 , 430 , 5 ° 4 , 5°8» 600, 653, 725, 743 *, 
unity and being, 113-18, 124, 126, 725; 
hierarchical universe, 113; microcosm 
and macrocosm, 113, 118; theoiy of 
evil, 115-17; artist participating in di¬ 
vine nous, 117-22, 171, 335, 7 2 5; organic 
unity, 118; criteria of beauty, 119-22; 
brightness as intelligible form, 119-21, 
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tween object and subject, 121-3, 127, 
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Plurisignation, 637, 639, 734 - See a ' so 
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Plutarch, 17, 77, 205, 2 55, 263, 334 , 4*4 
Poe, Edgar Allan, 74-5, 197, 280, 408, 434, 
471, 47 &~9> 480-2, 486-8, 516, 588-90, 
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Poetic diction, 158, 240, 264, 339 - 6 * 1 364, 
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Ballads, 345-6; debate of Wordsworth 
and Coleridge, 346-9; after Words¬ 
worth, 349-50; primitivism, archaism, 
Saxonism, 350-2; folk speech, 352—3; 
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See also Diction 
Poetic justice, 204-8, 293 
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Polus, J9, 63, 
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287-8, 297-8, 303 , 3 I 4 -I 5 , 3 2 4 , 3 2 8 - 9 , 
336 , 341 - 3 , 353 , 358 , 411, 4 i 6 , 442 , 445 - 
6, 524, 540, 545 , 547 , 55 °, 670, 673, 680, 
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idea of nature, 237-8, 242, 3/77*9, 3445 
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328, 342-5, 358; on wit, 240-3, 245, 247, 
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Porphyry, 98, 113, **7 
Positivism, 301, 309, 4 * 7 , 455 , 46* 

Pottle, F. A., 406, 4** 

Potts, L. J., 25, 53-4, 212 

Pound, Ezra, 75, 217-18, 350, 597, 658-60, 

662- 4, 665, 667-8, 670-2, 684, 686, 730; 
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663- 4 
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Powell, A. E., 403, 499 , 500 
Pragmatism, 754 
Preciosite, 78, 285 
Pre-Raphaelites, 276, 350, 466, 485 
Price, Thomas R., 543 
Priestley, Joseph, 304 
Primitivism, 246/332, 348 ~ 53 > 373 ~S> 381, 
416-19, 461; in Wordsworth, 348-51; 
poetic origins, 352-3, 4 * 6-*95 * n Her¬ 
der, 373-5; Peacock on, 416-17 
Priscian, 146 

Probability (Aristotelian), 26, 30, 47, 63, 
182, 193 

Proclus, 114-* 5 , 430 
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Prodicus, 63 

Prosaism, 253, 349 
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54 * 
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Quintilian, 70, 99, 102-3, 109, 131, 155— 
i77i 179, 181, 225, 228, 236, 265, 314-15, 
324, 540; summation of rhetoric, 103, 
109; cnargeia , 324 


Rabbe, Alphonse, 491 
Rabelais, 94, 212 

Racine, Jean Baptiste, 142, 182, 191, 434, 
446, 494, 514, 518, 560, 570, 689; ideal 
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Rader, M. R., 615 
Rahv, Philip, 471 
Raleigh, Sir Walter, 87, 440, 541 
Ramus, Peter, 72, 74-5, 222-5, 250-1 
Randall, Helen W., 382 
Ransom, John Crowe, 46, 620-2, 626-50, 
669, 695, 744; criticizes Richards’ “psy¬ 
chological machinery,” 620-2; texture 
and structure, 627-8; doctrine of irrele¬ 
vance, 630; on critics of fiction and 
of poetry, 695-6 
Raphael, 279, 465 
Rapin, Rene, 205, 207, 292 
Rationalism (enlightenment), 246, 253, 
284-5, 304i 323-4, 382, 413 
Ravaisson, Jean Gaspar, 130 
Raymond, Marcel, 591, 593, 605 
Raysor, T. M., 325, 348, 389, 391, 396, 
402, 405, 408 
Read, Allen Walker, 441 
Read, Herbert, 17, 473 
Realism, 202, 332, 334, 350, 377, 389, 45^- 
61; 471, 484, 493, 497 - 8 , 544, 739 ; in 
painting, 457; French, 457; scientific, 
459; Russian, 460-1; sociological, 461; 
and art for art’s sake, 484; transcen¬ 
dental, 497. See also IUusionism, Natu¬ 
ralism 

Reconciliation (resolution, “fusion” of 
opposites), 556-7, 561-7, 579, 586-7, 
622-3, 665-6, 680, 740-7. See also Ten¬ 
sion 

Reed, Eugene E., 377 
Relativism, critical, 542, 544 
Rembrandt van Ryn, 505 
Renan, Ernest, 449 
Renouvier, Charles, 570 . 

Reynolds, Joshua, Sir, 268, 287, 316, 321- 
2, 332 - 3 , 444 , 728 

Rhetoric, 5^-76, 88, 92, 98, 101, 103-4, 
130-1, 142-6, 153 , 181, 193 , 222-4, 228, 
237, 242-7, 262, 299, 422, 5*2-13, 724-5, 
727, 748; as art of persuasion, 58, 62, 
67-8, 422; as an of words, 58-60; as 
dialectic, 61-3; as a knack, 63; as tech¬ 
nical niceties, 63-4; written vs. spoken 


Rhetoric ( continued ) 
word, 64; as essay, 65-6; as paid eta, 66, 
153; as an aid to truth, 67; defined by 
Aristotle, 68; as verbal style, 68-70, 103, 
222-3, 226, 237; as eloquence and wis¬ 
dom, 71-5, 224-5; as “open palm,” 72, 
223; four requirements of Isocrates, 
92; and poetry, 98, 299; analysis of 
Longinus, 104, 725; artificial devices, 
142-6, 222, 224, 234; res et verba, 228; 
neo-classic, 242; decline of, 244-7; re¬ 
jected by Croce, 512-13. See also Fig¬ 
ures 

Rhyme. See Verse 
Rhythm. See Verse 

Richards, I. A., no, 238, 396, 402, 518, 
548, 580, 584, 6/5-27, 62^-5/, 636-7, 641- 
6, 648-50, 653, 712, 730, 740, 742, 750 , 
754; scientific and emotive uses of lan¬ 
guage, 613; on psychological theories 
of beauty, 613-15; synacsthcsis, 615-18; 
unity by inclusion vs. unity by exclu¬ 
sion, 618-20; criticised by Ransom, 620- 
3; two kinds of poetic failure, 623-4; 
two kinds of critical remarks, 624-5; 
two kinds of truth, 624-7; semantic 
analysis, 636-7; ambiguity, 641-2; 
rhythm and meaning, 642-3; “context” 
theory of meaning, 643-5; metaphor as 
a transaction between contexts, 645-6; 
poetic complexity, 652-3 
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Richter, J. P. F. (Jean Paul), 262, 370, 
377-9, 39L 572; organicism, 377; comic 
as infinite incongruity, 378-9 
Riding, Laura, 637, 651-2 
Rimbaud, Arthur, 276, 584, 588, 594-6 
Ritson, Joseph, 538 
Ritual and myth, 708, 734, 741 
Roberts, Morris, 450, 686 
Roberts, W. Rhys, 70, 98-9 
Robertson, D. W., 147, 150 
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Rocncstcr, John Wilmot, Earl of, 236 
Rodin, Francis A. R., 130 
Rogcrson, Brewster, 265 
Rolt, Richard, 327 

Romanticism, 274-5, 565-70, siS~ £/, 404, 
4 * 3 , 4 * 9 ,. 4 2 4 '~ly 460, 473 , 476, 41 ^ 4 ) 
526, 528, 66/-5, 670-5, 678-9, 726, 728, 
751; German ideas, 365-70, 375 - 8 , 4 * 3 , 
460-1; and comic theory, 378-81; and 
democracy, 472-3; of Poe, 478-80; of 
Baudelaire, 480-4; Hulme on, 661-2, 
678-9; reaction against, 665, 670-5, 678- 
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Ross, F. C., 462 
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Rousseau, Jean-Jacqucs, 237, 3 * 9 , 4 * 7 * 
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Royal Society, 192, 214, 225-7, 244, 4 * 4 , 
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Rymcr, Thomas, 205-7, 5 2 5, 087, 732 
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Sainte-Beuvc, Charles Augustin, 456, 494 » 

533 , 535 , 73 * , _ 

Saint-Evremond, Charles de, 168 
Saintongc, Paul F., 83 
Saintsbury, George E. B., 89-90, 141, 143, 
146, 149, 152-4, *58, 161, * 7 2, 184, 260, 
263, 364, 382, 485, 494, 54 * 

Saint-Simon, Claude de, 455, 461, 477 

Sallust, 178 

Salvan, Albert J., 457 

Sandburg, Carl, 145 

Sandys, J. E., 72, 156, 34* 

Santayana, George, 450, 613-141 618-19, 
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Sappho, 98, 109, 209 
Sartre, Jcan-Paul, 607 
Satan (Devil), 580-1, 655-6 
Satire, 86-7, 175, *89, '207-10, 212, 243, 
298, 336, 3^8, 433 , 724 , 75 i 
Saurat, Denis, 581 
Sayers, Dorothy, 128 
Scaligcr, Julius Caesar, 91, 156-7, 160-1, 

!69-7O, 182, 197-8, 365, 726, 748 
Schelling, Friedrich, 179, 368, 375 - 7 , 389--' 
90, 392 - 3 , 395, 398, 423, 456, 477 , 49 i, 
496, 498, 615, 733 , 742 
Schiller, Friedrich, 368-71, 377, 380, 39 *, 
463, 477 , 534 , 728, 739 
Schlegcl, August Wilhelm, 117, 260, 288, 
36 7 , 37 *, 374-5, 377 -*, 385, 39 *, 408, 
478, 561, 662 

Schlegcl, Friedrich, 117, 247-9, 366, 368- 
70, 375 - 7 , 379-So, 423, 456, 491, 495-6, 
536, 662, 734, 742, 751 


Schleiermacher, Friedrich, 532 
Schneider, Alan, 194, 631 
Scholasticism, 74 , 12 5 - 35 , * 40 , *■ 4 °~ff> 
249 - 51 , 262, 332, 735 , 753 - 4 *, aesthetic 
of Aquinas, 125-33, 249 - 5 **, Joyce and 
Aquinas, 132-5 

Schopenhauer, Arthur, 374 , 488, 501-2, 
565, 568, 57*, 601 
Schucller, Herbert M., 274 
Schuhl, Pierre-Maximc, 19 
Schiitze, Martin, 544 . . 

Science (philosophy of science), 318, 
270-1, 275, 4//-/ 7 , 424-7 9 448-9 , 457 - 9 , 
463 

Scott, Walter, Sir, 381, 4 ><S. 538, J40, 619- 
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Scott-James, R. A., 98 
Scriptures (Bible), 39, 43, 98, *25, ! 47 - 8 , 
150-1, 154, *66, 169, 217, 265, 271, 284, 
303, 349 , 405, 655, 725, 746 ; Nc '* Testa¬ 
ment, 39, *5*, 746; Job, 43; Genesis, 
98, 285; Old Testament, 150-1, 27*; 
St. Paul, 746; symbols in, 125, three 
kinds of spiritual meaning, 147-8- See 
also Symbol 

Scudcry, Georges de, 182 
Sculpture, 19, 262-3, 267-8, 276-7, 368-9, 
373 , 4 * 9 , 742; Laocoon, 268 
Sedlcy, Charles, Sir, 185 
Scgni* Bernardo, 156 
Semantic analysis, 636, 643, 652, 654-5 
Semenov, S. T., 466 
Snner* rhe Elder. 00.- 177, *79-80, 213, 
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Seneca the Younger, 80, 93 , 99 , * 77 , 224 
Sensationalism. See Aesthetic, Music, 
Painting .. 

Sentimentalism. See Aesthetic, Cathar¬ 
sis, Feeling 
Servius, 146 
Seward, Anna, 433 
Sewell, Elizabeth, 745 
Shaftesbury, Anthony Ashley Cooper, 
Earl of, 268, 295, 306, 374, 381-2, 476, 
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Shakespeare, William, 37, 39 , 55 , W, * 75 , 
77 8-80, 187-91, 194-5, 205-6, 212, 216, 
225, 288, 298, 302-3, 320, 323, 325 , 
342 - 3 , 356 , 564 - 7 , 378 , 381-2, 397 - 9 , 
403, 408, 4 * 6 , 438 , 444 - 6 , 465-9, 474 , 
493-4, 509, 5 l 5 ~ l 7 , 526-7, 533 , 536 , 54 *, 
546, 548 - 9 , 559 - 6 o, 565, 570 , 572 , 58 *- 2 , 
625-6, 631, 636-8, 644-5, 647-8, 650, 
667-8, 671-2, 676-8, 694, 7 * 5 , 732 , 7475 
the poet’s eye, 17*; Jonson on, 178-80, 
216, 549; Drydcn on, 187-91, 205-6; 
S. Johnson on, 191, 320, 323, 3 2 5 , 342 - 3 , 
747; his stage (Hotson), * 94 - 5 , Ger- 
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man critics on, 288, 364-71 378, 381.-2; 
J. Warton on, 298; and association, 
302-3; Coleridge on, 397-9, 4 <> 3 , 408; 
Arnold on, 438, 444-^; Russian critics 
on, 465-9,474; Wilde on, 493; A. France 
on, 494; Croce on, 509, 515-17; his¬ 
torical study of, 5*6-7, 533, 546; He¬ 
gelians on, 541, 559-6o; Yeats on, 565, 
678; Richards on, 625-6, 636-8, 644; 
Eliot on, 667-8, 694 
Shapiro, Karl, 452 
Shaw, George Bernard, 421 
Shawcross, J., 389, 391, 406 
Shelley, Percy Bysshe, 6, 118, 311, 364, 
375 , 401, 404, 4 l2 ~ 3 l ) 439 , 443 , 448-9, 
456, 463, 481, 499 , 53 °, 536 - 7 , 547 , 605, 
619-20, 639, 647, 7 * 9 , 738; Defense of 
Poetry , 417-422; Platonic idealism, 418; 
poets as founders of civil society, 419- 
20; plastic power, 41.9-40; inspiration, 
420-1; imagination as autonomous, 
422-3; difference from Sidney, 422; 
rhapsodic didacticism, 425, 427, 476, 
478, 729 

Shelley, Mrs. P. B., 418 
Shcnstone, William, 217, 341 
Shepard, Odell, 527 
Sherbum, George, 238, 314 
Sheridan, Richard Brinsley, 199 
Sherman, L. A., 542 
Shorey, Paul, 17 

Sidney, Philip, Sir, 157-8, 167-7 h * 74 , 
177, 181-2,. 186, 197-8, 205, 208, 224-5, 
284, 335, 34 i, 422, 439 , 7*6, 748-9; De¬ 
fence of P oesie characterized, 169-70; 
moral issue, 170-1; zodiac of the poet’s 
wit, 171-2; heroic poetry, 197 
Sidonius Apollinaris, 141 
Sign, 268, 635. See also Logos, Semantic, 
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“Significant form,” 490. See also Form 
Sikes, E. E., 107 
dime, James, 269 
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Simonides, 4, 43, 263 
* Simplicity, 298, 650-3. See also Com¬ 
plexity, Feeling, Primitivism 
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Sir Patrick Spern , 538, 559 , 619, 749 
Sisson, C. J., 177 
Skeat, W. W., 5 33 , 5 38-9 
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Smart, Christopher, 215, 217, 43 °» 54 ° 
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Smith, N. C M 405-7 
Snuggs, Henry L., 175, U 7 
Snyder, Alice D., 396-7 
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socio-real), 455-7, 460-5, 468 ~ 73 j 476 , 
487, 491, 53i, 533, 648-50, 710-11, 729- 
32, 734. See also Naturalism 
Socrates, 9-9 , 13-14, 22-4, 39-40, 51-2, 
98-66 , 72-3, 92, 94, 226, 284, 331-2, 418, 
564, 582, 724, 755. See also Plato 
Solgcr, K. W. F., 380 
Solon, 4 

Solve, Melvin, 421 
Song of Sixpence , 604 
Sophocles, 27-8, 31-4, 38-9, 41, 43 - 5 , 55 - 6 , 
105, 175, 212, 267, 416, 444, 464, 5 * 5 , 
557-8, 560, 562-3, 578, 580, 688-91 
Sorbicre, Samuel, 183-4 
Sorbonne, 74 
Souriau, Etienne, 277-8 
South, Robert, 213, 285 
Southeme, Thomas, 241 
Southey, Robert, 172, 307, 349, 388, 400, 
406, 408, 416 
Spasmodic poetry, 436-7 
Spectacle ( opsis ), 37-8, 273, 688 
Spence, Joseph, 267, 314, 319 
Spencer, Herbert, 449, 459, 538 , 574 
Spencer, Theodore, 349 
Spengler, Oswald, 281, 541 
Spenser, Edmund, 14, 158, 168-70 , 178, 
224, 298, 340-1, 345, 348, 353 , 366, 389, 
526-7 

Spingam, J. E., 156, 177, 204-5, 2.11, 227, 
230, 243, 328, 443 , 519 , 533-4 
Spinoza, 115, 292, 391, 622 
Spitzcr, Leo, 352 

Sprat, Thomas, 184, 227, 246, 414 
Stael, Anne Louise de, 367, 477, 533 
Stage, 193-5. See also Unities 
Stampa, Gaspara, 509 
Stanford, W. B., 637, 645 
Stanislavsky, Constantine, 194 
Starkie, Enid, 588, 594 
Stauffer, Donald, 650 
Steele, Richard, Sir, 292 
Steidle, Wolf, 83 
Stein, Gertrude, 355 i 548 
Stendhal (Henri Beyle), 663 
Stephen, Leslie, Sir, 301, 541 
Sterne, Laurence, 295, 303 
Stevens, Wallace, 521, 584 
Stevenson, Robert Louis, 485, 49 * 
Stewart, Dugald, 305 
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Stoics (Stoicism), 71-2, 78, 9 i- 2 , 119, I2 7 * 
146, 222, 224, 237, 292, 317, 7 2 5 
Stoll, E. E., 37, 341 
Stopcs, Marie C., 9 5 
Stout, G. F., 309 
Stovall, Floyd, 478 
Stowe, Harriet Beecher, 465 
Strabo, 77, 79, 9 2 

Structure, 29-3./, 627-30, 671, 734- 
also Form, Organism 
Style, 68-70, 87-9, 102-3, 244, 285, 3 2 8 - 9 > 

33 i> 34 2 , 345 , 354 * 438, 444 ” 5 ; tlirce 
styles, 102-3, 342; substance or orna¬ 
ment, 244-5; sublime, 285; grand style, 
438, 444-5. Sec also Figures, Form, 
Rhetoric 

Subject matter in art, importance of, 
520, 706-7, 712 

Sublime (elevation, ekstasis) y 98-1 / /, 119, 
255, 259-60, 284-7, 290, 294, 298, 321-4, 
333-4, 379 , 4 ° 5 - 7 » 434 , 444 , 478 - 9 , 7 2 8, 
744; five sources of, 99-101» 103-4; 
cultivation of poet’s soul, 100, 105-6, 
287, 405; perfection vs. grandeur, 106, 
285, 287, 321; variety of criteria, 107; 
physical grandeur as counterpart of 
psychic, 107-8; in Kant, 108, m, 2 94 , 
371; composition, harmony (sunt bests ), 
109; and natural objects, in, : 86-7; in 
Boilcau, 284-6; in French criticism, 
285; style, 285; in Addison, 286, 294; 
in Blake, 3 22 ; in Johnson, 323-4; ^ 
Platonism, 333; in Richter, 379 ; } n 
Coleridge, 405-7; in Hugo, 434 ; m 
Michelangelo, 444 ; m P° c » 4 ? 8 - 9 - $ ee 
also Longinus 
Suetonius, 191 
Sullivan, Frank, 3 55 
Sulzcr, J. G., 277, 476 
Supernatural. See Marvelous 
Surrealism, 584, 594 
Surrey, Henry Howard, Earl of, 524 
Sutherland, James, 341 
Svoboda, K., 124 
Swedenborg, Emanuel, 591 
Sweeney, James Johnson, 520 
Swenson, David F., 379 
Swift, Jonathan, 65, 179, 2 * 3 , 2, 7 , 22 °i 
228, 244, 274, 332, 344, 35 *i 354 i 44 i“ 2 > 
75 l 

Swinburne, Algernon Charles, 177, 485 
Syagrius of Autun, 263 
Sylvester, Joshua, 341 
Symbol (symbolism), 125, / 47 - 5 -> 165, 
246, 256, 268, 277-8, 281, 311, 359 i 3^5-6, 
369, 37 2 , 375 , 393-4, 400-3, 466, 484, 
486, 489, 498, 659, 665-8, 670, 

672, 699-700, 701-8, 7 2 5”6, 7 2 9 , 734 , 


Symbol ( continued) 

740; Medieval, Scriptural, I 47 — 5 2 * jn 
Kant, 372; and allegory, 165, 375 (in 
Goethe), 400; in Coleridge and 
Wordsworth, 393-4, 400-3; if 1 Ameri¬ 
can transccndcntalists, 585-8; in French 
symbolists, 466, 484, 489, 567, 589-97, 
665-8, 670, 672, 730; in Yeats, 597 -^o 6 » 
symbolic form (Cassirer and Langer), 
584, 700-08. See also Imagination, Meta¬ 
phor 

Symons, Arthur, 592, 597 -$, 65^-9 
Synacsthesis, 615-20, 623, 636. See also 
Feeling, Reconciliation 
Synge, J. M., 362 

Tacitus, 99 

Taine, Hippolyte, 456, 469, 53 '- 5 > 543 - 4 , 
Talon, Omer, 224-5 
Tanner, Thomas, 523 
Tasso, Bernardo, 156-7 
Tasso, Torquato, 161, 163, 165-7, * 7 ®» 
224, 465, 5 2 7 , 726, 747 
Taste, 260-1 

Tate, Allen, 109, 124, 276, 280-1 , 331* 
584, 605-6, 626, 671, 677, 745 
Tate, Nahum, 206, 272, 626 
Taupin, Rene, 659, 665 
Taylor, Henry, Sir, 349 
Taylor, Houghton W., 316 
Taylor, Jeremy, 4*7 
Taylor, Thomas, 418, 43 ?-1 
Taylor of Norwich, William, 386-7, 53 1 
Technique (technicalities). See Figures, 
Form, Rhetoric 

Temple, William, Sir, 210, 215, 5 2 9 
Tennyson, Alfred, 266, 350, 436, 478, 484, 
619. 647, 663, 732 

Tension, 556, 563-5, 56 7 , 579 , 605, 6/6-22, 
665-6, 674, 680, 717-8, 740 - 7 . See Irony, 
Reconciliation 

Terence, 47, 82, 86 , 153-4, 177 , 222 
Tcrrasson, Jean, Abbe, 258 
Tcrtullian, 72, 154 
“Texture” in poetry, 627-30 
Theater, 193-5. See also Unities 
Theodorus of Byzantium, 63, 97 
Theophrastus, 46, 49, 50-1, 79 * I02 , *75 
Thomas, Dylan, 584 
Thomas, St. See Aquinas 
Thompson. E. N. S., 268 
Thompson, William Hepworth, 446 
Thomson, James, 266, 269, 303, 315, 3 2 9 , 
34i 

Thoreau, H. D., 585 
Thornton, Bonncll, 274 
Thorpe, Clarence D n 256, 261, 286, 388, 
392, 405 





XX 


Index 

Thralc. See Piozzi 
Thrasymachus, 63 
Thucydides, 440 
Tieck, Ludwig, 373 
Tillotson, Geoffrey, 34 , 435 , 545 
Time in fiction, 685-6 
Tinker, C. B., 350 
Tisias, 58, 63 
Titian, 279 

Tolstoy, Leo, 276, 328, 35 *, 460, 462-5, 
466-8, 682, 729; his Christian an¬ 
archy, 462; art as infection of religious 
emotions, 463, 466-, caricature of fash¬ 
ionable culture, 464; on counterfeit 
art, 465; contemporary art as decadent, 
466; criticism of Shakespeare, 467-8 
Toynbee, Arnold, 541 
Tractatus Coislinianus , 46, 48 
Tragedy, 28-45, 43» 50-6, ! 5 *» 204-6, 
292-7, 378, 556-6 7, 578-80, 582, 621-2, 
688, 741, 744 - 1 , 75o; in Aristotle, 28- 
45> 50-d, 556; and .Christianity, 55, 
151, 746; poetic justice, 204-6; pleasures 
of, sympathy in, 292-7; Hegel on, 
556-8; Hegelians, 558-62; Nietzsche, 
562-7; Koestler, 578-80. See also Aris¬ 
totle, Catharsis, Hamartia, Poetic Jus¬ 
tice 

Transcendcntalists, 585, 588 
Translation, 213-18, 341, 443 ” 4 » 447 i 5*3 
Trench, R. C., 443 

Trilling, Lionel, 436, 444, 547 - 8 , 560, 
630-1 

Trissino, Giangiorgio, 160, 167 
Trotsky, Leon, 469 
Trotter, Margret G., 165 
Trowbridge, Hoyt, 193, 298. 527 
“Truth” in art, 625-7, 677-8, 683, 706-7, 
712, 714, 716-19, 748 

Tuccio dal Como, 164 
Tucker, Abraham, 304-6, 308 
Turgenev, Ivan, 460, 682-3 
Tumcll, Martin, 609 
Turner, Joseph 496, 749 

Tuvc, Rosemond, 224 
Twining, Thomas, 275 
Tyrwhitt, Thomas, 5331 538 
Tzetzcs, John, 19 

Ugliness, 46, 484, joj. 74°. See also Bad- 
ness 

Unities of time and place, 29, 160-1, 101, 
183, 186-7, 189, 191. 3 ° 9 » 325-67 4o8, 
665, 685, 726-7 „ ~ 

“Universal,” nine meanings, 330 - 3 * ° ee 
also Form, Neo-classicism 

Urban, W. M., 703-4 


Ustick, W. L., 229 
Utilitarianism, 461 

Ut pictura poesis, 263-4, 267, 269, 271, 
274, 280, 316, 365, 414, 728. See also 
Painting 


Valery, Paul, 593, 595 - 1 , 667 
Valla, Giorgio, 156 
Van Vcchtcn, Carl, 494 
Velleius Paterculus, 99 
Vcnantius Fortunatus, 263 
Verlaine, Paul, 466, 484, 593-4 , 595 
Veron, Eugene, 463 

Verse (meter, prosody, rhyme, rhythm;, 
56,69,95,109, 142 , 158-9, * 1 2 ~ 3 , *85-90, 
197 , 233, 258-40, 272-4, 420-1, 479 , 
488-9, 642-5, 662-3; Latin vs. vernacu¬ 
lar, 142, 158-9, 172-3; rhyme contro¬ 
versies, 158-9, 185-90; sound and sense, 
233, 238-40; music and poetry, 272-4; 
art for art’s sake, 488-9; Richards’ pho¬ 
netic dummy, 642-3; Pound, 662-3 
Vico, Giambattista, 246, 35 °, 366, 4 * 7 , 
500, 529, 600, 631, 700 
Vida, Marco Girolamo, 156, 158, 161, 
197 , 235, 238 
Villon, Fran$ois, 489 
Vincent of Beauvais, 74 
Vincent of Lcrins, St., 107 
Vinci, Leonardo da, 262, 265, 268 
Virgil, 142, 146, 148, 152, i 54 , *6*, *63, 
167, 172-3, 213, 215, 224, 235, 238, 
267-8, 290, 323, 341, 360-1, 440 
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, 520 
Vivas, Elisco, 668, 673 
Vivcs, Ludovicus, 167, 177 
Vividness ( energeia, cnargeia ), 70, 270, 
274, 3 * 4 , 324 , 330 

Voltaire (Francois-Marie Arouct), 364, 
370 

Von Haller, Albrecht, 269 
Voyant, the poet as, 594 


Wackenrodcr, W. H., 373 
Wagner, Richard, in, 276, 376, 465, 591, 
689, 729 

Waith, Eugene M., 176 
Walcutt, Charles Child, 459, 479 
Walker, Franklin, 459 
Walker, George, 297 
Walkley, Arthur Bingham, 5*9 
Waller, Edmund, 185, 214-15, 525 
Walpole, Horace, 546, 551 
Walpole, Hugh, 682 
Walsh, William, 236, 525 
Warburton, William, 209 






XXI 


Index 


Ward, T. H., 444 
Ward, William S., 4 2 4-5 
Warren, Alba, 309, 403, 4151 4*8, 4351 438, 
537 

Warren, Austin, 179, 217, 258, 319* 443* 
468-70, 694 

Warren, R. P., 400, 646-8, 651, 675 
Warton, Joseph, 269, 297-8, 303, 3 * 5 , 
327-9, 370 , 382 

Warton, Thomas, 469, 526-7, 530-*. 53°, 
54°, 545 

Wasserman, Earl R., 274, 294, 297, 385 
Watkins, W. B. C., 331 
Watt, James, 290 
Watts, Isaac, 240, 323 
Webb, Daniel, 274 
Webbe, William, 158, 747 
Weinberg, Kurt, 380 
Wcllek, Rene, 214, 270, 300, 350, 364-5, 
367-8, 377, 391, 396, 402, 417, 4*9, 426-8, 
456, 460, 468-70, 476, 494, 5 *5-* 7, 5 2 3, 
530, 543-4, 700 
Wellesley, Dorothy, 597 
Wesley, John, 273 
Wesley, Samuel, 236, 245 
West,* Richard, 343, 55° 

Whatcly, Richard, 316 
Wheelwright, Philip, 637, 733-4 
Whistler, James, 485-6, 490-1, 500, 742 
White, Harold O., 179. 192 
Whitman, Walt, 470, 587, 708 
Wilcox, Ella Wheeler, 623-4 
Wilcox, John, 477 

Wilde, Oscar, 361, 485-7, 489-90 , 492-3, 
495-1, 500, 534, 592, 742, 747-8; beauty 
as symbol of symbols, 486; all art is 
immoral, 486; rejection of nature, 489; 
music as perfect type of art, 490; pri¬ 
ority of art to nature, 492-3; critic 
as artist, 495; on Ruskin, 496 
Wilenski, R. H., 17, *3®, 74 2 
Wilkins, John, 227 
Wilkinson, L. P., 79 
Wilkinson, Marguerite, 350 
Williamson, George, 183, 229, 233 
Wilson, Edmund, 356, 470-1, 544 
Winchilsea, Anne Finch, Countess of, 
546 

Winckelmann, Johann Joachim, 267-8, 
369 

Winters, Yvor, 287, 311, 628, 669-76, 677; 
on Ransom’s doctrine of irrelevance, 
628; attack on Eliot, 669-70; fallacy 
of imitative form, 670-1; on qualita¬ 
tive progression, 671-2; distrust of 
irony, 673-4; primacy of “plot,” 675-6 
Wit, 213, J22/-5/, 254-5, 298, 308, 33*. 
4*8, 572-j, 666, 674-j, 727, 742, 747, 


Wit ( continued ) 

751; metaphysical, 222, 232, 405, 727; 
definition of, 229-30, 242; facidty of 
discerning resemblances, 231; and rhet¬ 
oric, 234, 237; gradations of meaning, 
240-1; as principle of universal cor¬ 
ruption, 241; wit and feeling, 298; 
Freud’s conception of, 572-5; w * t ar *d 
irony, 674-5 

Wolf, Friedrich, 366, 532 
Wolfe, Thomas, 566 
Wood, Janies, no, 614 
Wood, Robert, 366 
Woodhouse, James, 350 
Woolf, Virginia, 202-4 
Words, 584-5. 593. 606-7, 723. 737; as 
creating reality, 584, 593; antithesis be¬ 
tween things and, 583, 606-7, 663-4. 
See also Diction, Logos, Poetic dic¬ 
tion, Rhetoric, Style 
Wordsworth, Dorothy, 405 
Wordsworth, William, 158, 197, 224, 237, 
242, 305. 307. 3*9. 339-8 i } 364. 384-4* l , 
416, 4*8, 423. 435. 445. 448, 478, 484, 
528, 548-9. 608, 649-52. 698, 708, 728, 
730, 744, 747; poetic diction, 345-7*. 
language of rustic persons, 346-9. 359*. 
powerful feelings, 347, 407; ventrilo¬ 
quism, 349; sentimental association, 
349; artifice and nature, 354, 359, 395-7. 
399-401, 404, 424, 492; imagination and 
fancy, 386-91, 398, 401-7; modes of 
imaging, 388; animating imagery, pa¬ 
thetic fallacy, 400; universal ideas in 
individual forms, 406; emotion recol¬ 
lected in tranquillity, 407-8; dull eye 
of science, 413; poetry as most perfect 
speech of man, 445 
Wright, Frank Lloyd, 194 
Wright, Orville and Wilbur, 290 
Wundt, Wilhelm, 611 
Wycherley, William, 212, 241 


Xenophon, 14, 33 


Yearsley, Anne, 350 

Yeats, William Butler, 115, 126, 352, 424. 
565-6, 586, 589-90. 592 , 596 , 597 - 8 o 6 , 
617, 678, 691-2, 694. 720, 734 ; debt 
to Symons, 597; supematuralism, 598; 
poetry and “magic,” 598-600; knowl¬ 
edge of philosophy, 600-1; poetry as 
special knowledge, 601—4; avoids fall¬ 
ing into “angelism,” 605-6 
Young, Edward, 28&-90, 294, 298, 327, 
382 




• • 


Index 

xxn 

Young, Karl, 144 

Yount, Charles A., 487 

Zeno, 71-2, 78 

Zenodotus, 78 

Zeuxis, 19, 27 

Zabel, Morton D., 45 *. 47 i, 494 
Zeising, Adolf, 611 

Zoilus, 25, 78 

Zola, Emile, 362. 4 S 7 - 9 , 493 » 498, 544 * 
565, 682, 729, 733 






A NOTE ON THE TYPE 


This book was set on the Linotype in Janson, a recutting 
made direct from the type cast from matrices made by 
Anton Janson some time between 1660 and 1687. Janson's 
original matrices were, at last report, in the possession 
of the Stempel foundry, Frankfurt am Main. 

Of Janson's origin nothing is known. He may have 
been a relative of Justus Janson, a printer of Danish 
birth who practiced in Leipzig from 1614 to 163$. Some 
time between 1637 and 1668 Anton Janson, a punch- 
cutter and type-founder, bought fro?n the Leipzig printer 
Johann Erich Hahn the type-foundry that had formerly 
been a part of the printing house of M. Friedrich Lan- 
kisch. Janson's types were first shown in a specimen 
sheet issued at Leipzig about 1675. Janson's successor, 
and perhaps his son-in-law, Johann Karl Edling, issued 
a specimen sheet of Janson types in 1689. His heirs sold 
the Janson matrices in Holland to Wolffgang Dietrich 
Erhardt, of Leipzig. 
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Inc., Kingsport, Tennessee. Paper mamrfactured by P.H. 
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